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Preface 


JL JLmong all of 
the weapons forged by the West in its struggle against law- 
lessness and immorality, few were more successful than 
the frontier camp meeting. This socioreligious institution 
helped tame backwoods America. Aldiough the woodland 
revival was an integral part of pioneer culture, its place 
in our history has never been clearly established. The 
stereotype is well known, but the camp meeting itself is 
little known. In fact, no book or comprehensive article 
has ever been written on the subject. This study was 
undertaken to dispel the misconceptions which have long 
shrouded the western camp meeting. 

The scope of the book is limited to the trans-Allegheny 
West in the first four decades of the nineteenth century. 
It was on that mobile frontier that the camp meeting was 
created and experienced its institutional growth, flower- 
mg, and decline. How this Kentucky Revival weapon, of 
Presbyterian origin, became largely the property of the 
church of John Wesley, utilized by the circuit rider to 
extend Methodist influence to the remotest edges of settle- 
ment, is treated in detail. The four-day encampment’s 
freshening role in the social life of the lonesome pioneer, 
its singular success iu converting sinners and raising com- 
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munity morals (if only temporarily), the impact of its 
“merry airs” upon A m erican folk music, and its little- 
known contributions to the humanitarian reform urge of 
that day are other focal points of the work. 

An effort is made here to re-create “Camp Meetin’ 
Time,” to portray the ever evolving revival institution 
against the backdrop of the raw backwoods society that 
originated and enthusiastically supported it. The magnetic 
camp leader was the saddlebag preacher, a rough, tough 
man of the gospel who has been scoffed at by many 
twentieth-century scholars. In this book he tells his own 
camp meeting story. 

To draw parallels between the crude pioneer revival 
and the exponents of “Old-Time Religion” in this atomic 
age of fear is a fascinating but often dangerously mislead- 
ing pastime. To gain understanding of the true nature of 
the pioneer revival one must journey once again in spirit 
with those men and women in homespun along the wagon 
trails that lead to the forest glade and the old camp- 
ground. 

My debt to two scholars is so great as almost to pre- 
clude description. Professor William W. Sweet awakened 
my interest in the historical field of frontier Christianity, 
made his library available, and read the entire manuscript, 
offering friendly guidance in a subject in which he is an 
acknowledged authority. To Professor Ray A. Billington 
of Northwestern University, friend and former graduate 
school adviser, I am indebted for his contagious enthu- 
siasm for frontier history, for Ms continuous encourage- 
ment, and for Ms incisive appraisals of tMs work tMough 
its many stages. The technical aid of Robert G. McCutch- 
an, musical scholar and editor of The Methodist Hymnal, 
is gratefully acknowledged. I also wish to express my ap- 
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predation for the co-operation of Edward Beach, Head 
Librarian of Garrett Biblical Institute; he supervises a 
repository that contains one of the best collections of 
primary materials on western Christianity. 

Among those who read portions of the manuscript and 
made specific suggestions of value were Professor Wesley 
M. Gewehr and Frank Adams of the University of Mary- 
land, and Professor Paul Erwin of Miami University. My 
most sincere thanks go to my colleague and friend, Pro- 
fessor Herbert A. Crosman of the University of Maryland. 
While overseas with me in Germany he meticulously read 
the entire manuscript, offering many valuable suggestions 
on style and organization. My wife’s role in this book has 
been virtually that of joint author, and she also performed 
uncomplainingly the arduous roles of typist and editor. 

Charles A. Johnson 

Baltimore, Maryland 
January 4, 1955 
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The Frontier Camp Meeting 




Prologue 

There are probably more wrangles by 
day and debauches by night within one 
mile of a camp [meeting] of the usual 
size, than occurred in the whole nation 
of Israel at seven feasts of the taber-- 
nacles; or than happened at all the 
other big meetings of a commonwealth 
as large as Scotland or Massachusetts?' 

— Alexander Campbell, 1843 


C 

^w^hurch history 
has long been a controversial field of study; the camp 
meeting story is no exception. Ever since the appearance 
of the outdoor revival in 1800 it has been a storm center 
of clashing opinion. Because of the noise and disorder 
which were so prominent a feature of its services, and 
because of its deliberate use of emotional excitement, the 
camp meeting was greeted from the very beginning with 
virulent condemnation by some laymen and historians. 
It has received a measure of tempered praise from others, 
and not a little extravagant eulogy from its own partisans, 
particularly from churchmen of the Methodist persua- 
sion. In its heyday the camp meeting produced a sharp 
impact on the minds of everyone, for that was an era of 
intense and bitter denominational rivalry. Church mem- 
bers and church chroniclers were divided on this issue into 
opposing and sometimes acrimonious factions. 

Out of all of the disputation scarcely a single dispas- 
sionate attempt at appraisal has appeared. To some the 
pioneer camp meeting was a “holy fair,” a “religious 
orgy,” a “system of fanaticism and confusion”; to others 
it was an institution “originated by divine Providence.”^ 
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One observer concluded that it “found its natural habitat 
on the frontier and ran riot in every extreme of emotion 
and primitive abandon,” while to another the backwoods 
revival was “the only practical solution of the problem of 
carrying the Gospel to the cabin population of a sparsely 
settled border.”® Decades after its demise, the frontier 
camp meeting was blamed for having “introduced a strong 
flavor of intolerance into the lives of the plain people of 
the South.” Even less charitable opinions have been 
voiced. It was characterized by one analyst as “an emo- 
tional outbreak which was even more psychopathic than 
the witchcraft mania in early New England.”^ While 
admitting that the camp meeting grew out of necessity, 
another critic declared that the institution “was prolonged 
until its usefulness had not only departed, but became a 
stench, a byword, a demoralizing power and a blighting 
curse.”® 

Contemporaries introduced the legend that the camp 
meeting was nothing but one long orgy of excitement. 
Their distorted and florid portrayals, often colored by 
strong bias, were rendered plausible by the fact that there 
really was much that was absurd and irreligious to be 
reported. And report the bizarre features they did, em- 
ploying for the most part the same flaming language 
which pro- and antislavery zealots loved to use. The camp 
meeting made excellent copy for the casual traveler-writer 
who enlarged upon the spectacular and ludicrous in 
backwoods religion to amuse his readers. Hostile church 
chroniclers with denominational animus and faulty his- 
torical techniques, especially in the weighing of evidence, 
inveighed against it. The fact that after 1805 the Method- 
ists were almost the only denommation to utilize this 
evangelical method, and the fact that their sponsorship 
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of it met with phenomenal success, contributed not a little 
to the bias with which non-Methodist church writers 
treated the camp meeting. 

The fiction writers of the nineteenth century contrib- 
uted their share to this general vituperation. Written in 
the “tall tale” or “local color” tradition of humor, laugh- 
provoking caricatures of the camp meeting were a fertile 
source of misinformation. Famous western characters 
mercilessly ridiculed backwoods evangelism in comic 
speech forms.® These stories were a burlesque of frontier 
life and character as seen by uncomprehending outsiders. 
The emotionalism of the religious service in the forest 
glen and the cunning of the frontiersmen were blended 
into high-spirited, sidesplitting humor. 

Secular historians have also frequently presented poorly 
balanced pictures of the frontier revival. Instead of view- 
ing it as but one of many techniques that the church of 
John Wesley devised to keep in touch with a people on 
the move, these scholars all too often consider it the sum 
total of Methodism in the West. They have frequently 
neglected to give adequate attention to the routine labors 
of the circuit rider who spread the gospel through the 
cabin meeting, the weekly Bible class, and the two-day 
meeting. Patent distortions in nineteenth-century accounts 
are repeated in many present-day studies of western 
society. Reputable historical scholars have been inclined 
to overemphasize the spectacular and the imusual in the 
backwoods revival. In magnifying the purely religious, 
they have also largely ignored the social significance of 
the camp meeting. Many writers, themselves products of 
an urban culture, are repelled by the turbulence of the 
revival and forget that this socioreligious institution flour- 
ished on the American frontier side by side with the militia 
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muster, with the cabin raising and the political barbecue. 

More important, most historians have failed to utilize 
materials that are indispensable to an adequate under- 
standing of the frontier revival. They have accepted part 
of the camp meeting story as representative of the whole. 
This carelessness has led to such errors as the failure to 
distinguish between the camp meeting’s boisterous youth 
and its subsequent sober maturity. The first frenzied gath- 
erings of the Great Revival of 1800 and those held when 
that religious device had crystallized into a frontier insti- 
tution were distinctly different. 

Modem popularizers have contributed more than their 
share to the caricature. Certainly their books have reached 
a wider audience than those of the scholars. The popular 
writers’ chief interest has been not to evaluate but to 
dramatize. Often these writers too have drawn their infor- 
mation in overwhelming measure, and sometimes solely, 
from the well of the Great Revival ( 1 800-1 805 ) .'' 

Finally, the paucity of factual data has undoubtedly 
produced a picture out of focus. Actually, no book or even 
comprehensive article has ever been written on the subject 
of the frontier camp meeting. The usual historical sources 
offer but fleeting glimpses.® Although the Methodist Epis- 
copal Church had adopted the revival weapon as its own 
by 1805, its records are largely silent. This strange omis- 
sion is explained by the fact that the camp meeting was 
never an official institution of that denomination but only 
an “extra occasion m the economy of Methodism.”® If 
Bishop Francis Asbury’s proposal of 1812 for a history 
through letter reports had been adopted, the story of the 
frontier revival would have been much more accurate and 
complete. The father of American Methodism urged his 
presiding elders to give “the general number of annual 
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Camp-Meetings in the District, numbers attending, souls 
professing converting grace, days of continuance.”^® In- 
stead, memoranda frequently continued to be as vague as 
that concerning an Illinois encampment of 1807: “This 
was a great day. The work became general, the place was 
awful, and many souls were born of God.”^^ The task, 
then, becomes one of piecing together many scattered 
fragments to make a composite picture of the camp 
meeting. 

Behind the legend is the living figure of the frontier 
revival. The institution is properly understood only when 
viewed against the backdrop of the raw backwoods com- 
munities that created and enthusiastically supported it. 
This study is an attempt to capture the essence of the 
camp meeting; to place it in proper perspective — as but 
one of the many effective weapons of American Method- 
ism, as a natural product of a frontier environment, and 
as one of the most important social institutions in the 
trans-Allegheny West in the first half of the nineteenth 
century. 
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The Frontier’s Religious Challenge 


The frontier was crude, turbulent, and 
godless. Evangelical Protestantism, 
more than any other single force, 
tamed it.^ 

— Ralph H. Gabriel, 1940 

D 

JL^ EMOTE FROM 
the influence of church, school, and organized society, 
the primitive societies which followed each other in 
waves across the trans-Allegheny West were often cul- 
turally and spiritually destitute. In each successive fron- 
tier, the pattern of brawling, debauchery, and drunken- 
ness was repeated. Moral standards were lax; in certain 
regions society itself seemed to be coming apart at the 
seams. Measured by the standards of the older settlements 
the raw backwoods seemed to many a moral desert. The 
first clergymen who ventured to harvest these wild souls 
were shocked by the enormity of their task and shaken 
by the near-hostility which their none too tactful ap- 
proaches evoked. Actually, however, even the newest 
settlements contained God-fearing men on whom the 
zealous missionaries could rely as a nucleus around which 
the long slow task of taming the community could start. 
Once initiated, progress was often phenomenal. The fron- 
tier settled down rapidly, but a new wave of settlement 
was by then on ahead and pioneer clergy must hasten 
to follow.® 


8 



THE FRONTIER’S RELIGIOUS CHALLENGE 9 

Although the scene and time changed, the plot of 
the frontier drama remained unchanged. When the Meth- 
odist minister William Wood arrived at a Wisconsin lum- 
bering outpost in the summer of 1848 he faced basically 
the same situation that confronted the Presbyterian 
leader, James McGready, in 1796 when he challenged 
the lawlessness and irreverent spirit of lusty Logan 
County in Kentucky. Preacher William Wood had come 
in response to a call sent out by twenty settlers who 
had felt the need for the gospel while drinking in the 
“Shanghai House” bar, the social center of title town. 
At his first service, held in the tavern dinmg room, he 
was obliged to interrupt a game of poker in the adjoining 
barroom so that one of the players might come in and 
pitch a tune for the congregation. Black River Falls “for 
fifteen years, . . . was about as rough and rugged a pioneer 
border town as the west could lay claim to.”® Preaching 
under such conditions, circuit rider Wood was repeating 
the experience of Peter Cartwright, Benjamin Lakin, 
John Collins, and the long line of frontier missionaries 
who had been using saloons, dance halls, and tree stumps 
to give forthright gospel messages for the preceding four 
decades. 

To these devoted churchmen, backwoods mores were 
appalling. Presbyterian historian Robert Davidson per- 
ceived in 1847 that 

worldly mindedness, infidelity, and dissipation threatened to deluge 
the land, and sweep away all vestiges of piety and morality. The 
rising generation was growing up in almost universal ignorance of 
religious obligation.* 

Hardened veterans of the Revolution swore that the 
Puritan Sabbath would never be established in their 
western settlements, and were prepared to defend that 
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oath. Churches were springing up here and there, but still 
the Sabbath was profaned. This was the lament of Yankee 
missionary John F. Schermerhorn, when he visited the 
frontier regions of Pittsburgh and southwestern Ohio in 
1813. An agent of the American Home Missionary 
Society took a similarly jaundiced view of the religious 
state of affairs in the Catholic settlement of Kaskaskia, 
Ulinois. After a ten-day residence he observed that all 
the conversation he overheard concerned politics or dis- 
sipations. “Wealth and publick offices,” he concluded, 
“are the reigning deities of the West.”® 

Why this religious apathy and low moral tone in the 
western settlements? Many sociological and historical 
explanations have been advanced. Among the forces to 
be considered was the prevailing intellectual climate of 
the times. In the years following the American Revolu- 
tion, the low spiritual level of the cabin population merely 
reflected that of the East, which was the dismay of all 
church leaders. Playing a considerable role in the weak- 
ening of spiritual forces in the new nation were the physi- 
cal destruction of church properties, the- loss of religious 
leaders, the cloud of treason that hung over the Episcopal, 
Methodist, and Quaker denominations for having sup- 
ported the British cause, the church disestablishment 
with its consequent de-emphasis on religion, the painful 
process of creating national church organizations, and 
the preoccupation with materialism. The pendulum was 
at the far left; psychologically the “law of rhythm” was 
evidenced in this nadir of spiritual oscillation.® 

Undeniably, organized religion lost ground as rational- 
ism grew in popularity. Particularly threatening was the 
cult of Deism. This amorphous religion of reason threat- 
ened to sweep all before it in the West when two Revolu- 
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tionary heroes, Ethan Allen and Thomas Paine, lent their 
pens to the cause. In the late 1790’s, Paine’s Age of Rea- 
son was at the height of its popularity. Elihu Palmer, too, 
gave strenuous support when he contributed his organiza- 
tional and propagandizing abilities to the war against 
religious orthodoxy. One Presbyterian visitor to the back 
country before 1800 was told by a Kentucky settler that 
“one-half” of the state’s inhabitants were Deists; another 
farmer declared that “nine-tenths” was a more accurate 
estimate.'^ 

Another key to an understanding of the lax moral 
standards on the frontier was the influence of the primi- 
tive environment. The homemaking pioneer’s prime con- 
cern was the brute struggle for existence against an xm- 
friendly Nature and often equally hostile Indians. Build- 
ing a cabin, clearing land for crops, and hunting for game 
— these essential activities absorbed his energies. Spurred 
by the lash of necessity, the backwoodsman was likely to 
be preoccupied with matters material almost to the exclu- 
sion of matters spiritual. 

Sickness was a constant threat. The early settler seldom 
escaped “woods fever” (ague) during the flrst winter in 
a new region; the lack of medical care made his phght 
critical. Alexis de Tocqueville in 1831 recorded one fron- 
tiersman’s philosophy of survival: “They do hke the 
Indians. They die or get well, as it pleased God.”® Inade- 
quate housing — ^the airy one-room cabin or the “half- 
faced camp” — often contributed to the pioneer’s ill health. 
The net result of these hardships was mirrored in an early 
Methodist circuit rider’s protest: “If you speak to some 
here about being descent [i'lc] they will plead up that they 
are in a New Country, and have many difficulties to 
encounter.”® Fear of poverty, too, was very real in the 



12 


THE FRONTIER CAMP MEETING 


western woods. Alerted to danger in aU its guises, the 
frontiersman lived in an atmosphere of fear and insecur- 
ity. Such surroundings removed from man his inhibitions 
and laid bare his primitive nature.^ 

The simplicity and rawness of wilderness life can be 
seen in Peter Cartwright’s account of Logan County, 
Kentucky, in 1793: 

There was not a newspaper printed south of Green River, no mill 
short of forty miles, and no schools worth the name. We lolled 
our meat out of the woods, wild; and beat our meal, baked our 
bread. . . . We raised, or gathered out of the woods, our own tea. 
We had sage, bohea, cross-vine, spice, and sassafras teas, in 
abimdance. As for coffee, I am not sure that I ever smelled it for 
ten years. We made our sugar out of the water of the maple-tree, 
and our molasses too. These were great luxuries in those days. 

We raised our own cotton and flax . . . our mothers and sisters 
carded, spun, and wove it into cloth, and they cut and made our 
garments and bed clothes, etc. . . . 

Let it be remembered, these were days when we had no stores 
of dry goods or groceries.’^^ 

Population was sparse and settlements were few and far 
between. Lack of roads through the dark trackless forests 
increased the social isolation of the border people. The 
related sociological factors of monotonous existence, 
ceaseless hard labor, and limited sources of amusement 
also help explain the low moral tone.^® 

Hard liquor, plentiful and cheap, provided one release 
from a cheerless existence. Even professing Christians 
imbibed, and drinking was almost as common as eating. 
No one, according to a description of the Pennsylvania 
frontier of 1802, “seemed to think there was any harm or 
danger connected with its use, unless the user got drunk.”^* 
The proof of inebriation was either falling asleep or being 
unable to rise. To refuse to drink was an unpardonable 
incivility, and conversely, the good reputation of a family 
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for hospitality might be forfeited if it failed to offer a drink 
to every visitor. In the West of that day it was “almost uni- 
versally the custom for preachers, in common with all 
others, to take drams.”^* Such itinerants as Peter Cart- 
wright and James B. Finley had to invent ingenious sub- 
terfuges to avoid taking a “social glass.” Free whiskey was 
kept on the counter of the local store to treat customers. 
A man making a purchase amounting to fifty cents and 
failing to receive a free dram was not likely to return if 
he could secure the treat elsewhere. Liquor was essential 
to every social occasion from the birth of a child to the 
interment of a departed one. Overindulgence at log roll- 
ings, house-raisings, militia musters, cornhusking bees, 
weddings, and funerals was a subject of much comment by 
both foreign visitors and strait-laced easterners.^ 

A by-product of the excessive use of alcohol was brutal 
fighting. “Tearing, kicking, scratching, biting, and goug- 
ing each other’s eyes out by dexterous use of thumb and 
finger” were conunon on the early Ohio frontier.^® To Con- 
gregationalist Horace Bushnell, as well as to many later- 
day historians, these conditions indicated that the advanc- 
ing frontier was always in danger of reverting to barbar- 
ism when the restraining and cohesive forces of established 
society were left behind.” 

Albert J. Beveridge, the noted Lincoln scholar, con- 
cluded that in the Indiana backwoods of 1815 

churches and schools were companion influences for decency, 
knowledge and morality in pioneer life and grave was the need 
for them. The drinking of whiskey, the fighting, and the swearing 

were accompanied by repellent conditions of living Social 

relations were loose and undisciplined.^ 

With neither convention nor law exercising its customary 
force, with rational discipline largely lacking, and social 
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The West placed its mark upon its inhabitants; the result- 
ant personality was a new man, the frontiersman. 

The moral code of the frontier was also influenced by 
the makeup of the border society itself, a society often 
created in an explosive rush of settlement. The population 
was composed predominantly of young men, rough, driv- 
ing, and bumptious. A tendency toward drunkenness, 
immorality, quarrelsomeness, gambling, and an exalted 
sense of personal importance were common faults. Yet 
other frontier characteristics were possessed as well: gen- 
erosity, neighborliness, independent-mindedness, frank- 
ness, incurable optimism, and a resentment against all 
government. Almost all shared the conviction that Ameri- 
can democracy was the work of the Almighty. These 
pioneers were energetic, restless ramblers,^® “fond of 
chance,” who seemed to have thought: 

If a path be dangerous known, 

The danger’s self is lure alone.*® 

Undoubtedly a large lawless element was included. Like 
those who had described the border regions of thirty years 
earlier, traveler James Hall insisted that the outer settle- 
ments of Ohio and Kentucky in the 1820’s were “often 
the refuge of loose individuals who if not familiar with 
crime, have very blunt perceptions of virtue.” It often 
seemed that the settlers had left all moral restraint behind 
when they followed the trails westward. The professional 
classes, a moderating influence at home, scarcely existed 
in the pioneer communities. Thus the intellectual group 
that could serve as a self-disciplining force was relatively 
ineffectual in this new and wild country.®^ 

Pioneer traits of the trans-Allegheny West were fairly 
representative of aU frontiers. The first settlers were lusty 
hunter-farmers who labored hard and led simple lives. 
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Their formal schooling was slight and illiteracy was high. 
Inevitable by-products of that ignorance were narrowness 
of outlook, provincial-mindedness, and perhaps most im- 
portant, superstitiousness that colored all the pioneers’ 
thought on temporal and spiritual matters. In some impor- 
tant respects a kinship to the colonial mind is evident. 
The belief was common that extraordinary events in 
nature were the work of Satan. In their preoccupation 
with a personalized devh, ministers of the popular 
churches did not dissipate the belief; on the contrary, 
many encouraged it. Often the burden of their simple 
discourses was the message that God constantly inter- 
vened in the affairs of man to struggle with the Prince 
of Darkness. Free-lance evangelist Lorenzo Dow re- 
counted a story of a “heavy shower drenching a neigh- 
borhood, while a small space, including a camp meeting 
was passed over and left entirely dry.”^^ The implication 
was obvious. The Creator approved the Methodists’ tech- 
nique in the saving of souls and therefore operated to 
prevent the meeting’s interruption. 

Believmg in witchcraft, numerous settlers advocated 
the use of a silver bullet to be shot at a “picture of a 
supposed witch . . . drawn on a stump or piece of board” 
so that the mortal speU of the fearsome one would be 
transferred to “that part of the witch painted on the 
board.” Like their European ancestors, the frontiersmen 
had other vagaries of fancy as well. If a cock crowed 
before midnight someone was due to die before dawn; a 
strange black cat presaged an equally dire fate for some 
unfortunate. The small forked hazel rods used as divining 
rods by those desiring to sink a well were known as 
“water witches.” Some hunters still climg to the notion 
that their rifles could be charmed by an evil one to 
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prevent the killing of game. Other folks considered the 
moon a wonder-maker and regulated farming operations 
by its changes. To the pioneer, usually imversed in the 
natural and physical sciences, the invisible world was a 
fearful reality.^® 

Although alike in their superstitious beliefs, the frontier 
population of the upland South and the Ohio Valley 
revealed a rich diversity of nationalities and religions. 
There was almost everywhere a multiplicity of sects and 
hence a considerable degree of religious tolerance, accom- 
panied at the same time by an intense rivalry. The Rev- 
erend George Shelton, an agent of the American Home 
Missionary Society, reported from northeastern Ohio in 
1825 that the greatest obstacles to support of the gospel 
were “the numerous religious sects, which exist in almost 
every town in the western country.”®^ Much has been writ- 
ten about the volatile emotions of the backwoodsmen 
which goes far to explain this unbrotherly feeling between 
the churches. In the view of Frederick Jackson Turner, the 
renowned frontier historian, all pioneers were “deeply 
responsive to the call of the religious spirit,” and thus 
furnished “a foundation of emotional responsiveness to 
religion and a readiness to find a new heaven and a new 
earth in politics as well as in religion.” This region of “high 
religious voltage,” said Turner, was to be fertile soil for 
such democratic and emotional churches as the Baptists, 
Methodists, Presbyterians, and the later Campbellites.®® 
Another scholar insisted that the westerner’s daily life 
developed in him “a quick response to stimulus”;®® taking 
his religion in large evangelical doses, he was susceptible 
to not a little religious quackery. 

The distinctive religious attitudes of the pioneer have 
been succinctly summed up as the product of a dual 
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force: his independent and bold nature in revolt against 
society’s restraints, and the leveling influence of poverty. 
Usually poor, the frontiersmen “accepted or produced 
anew the characteristics of the faith of the disinherited.” 
Today as yesterday, the ethical and psychological traits 
of the religion of the poor include emotional fervor, a 
personalized religious experience, rejection of abstract 
creeds and formal ritual, lay leadership, a religious mes- 
sage that placed major emphasis upon such simple virtues 
as personal honesty, equality, sympathy with one’s fel- 
lows, and the corollary urge of mutual helpfulness.^'^ 
Frontier churches attempted to breach the wall of 
irreligion that in part prevented the trans-Allegheny settle- 
ments from achieving a satisfactory social structure. East- 
ern missionaries alerted organized religion to the danger, 
and many westerners who had been faithful communi- 
cants back home sent out distress calls, which were soon 
answered. Different eastern church organizations jomed 
forces in the more populous regions through interdenomi- 
national societies which sent men and money to the 
transmontane West. The emphasis was on instruction 
rather than castigation, for the societies realized that their 
agents’ implied disapproval of the backwoodsmen’s rough 
speech, crude manners, and customs was vigorously re- 
sented, and tended to make the westerners distrust them.^® 
Such co-operation, for a time at least, softened the fierce 
rivalries which characterized pioneer Christianity, 
although much friction inevitably developed. Religious 
growth in the border areas was an interactive process in 
which the denominations of both sections participated and 
through which they were modified. In the opinion of one 
distinguished religious historian, the frontier exercised 
“perhaps its largest influence in the political, economic, 
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social and religious life in the nation” during the period 
from 1800 to 1840. It was in those four decades that “the 
great American churches were developing their peculiar 
frontier techniques, which were to be used over and over 
again, with variations, on succeeding frontiers.”^® 

In the final analysis, the solution to the western chal- 
lenge of intemperance, immorality, and disdain of the 
world of the spirit lay largely within that section itself.®® 
Hard-working Methodist circuit riders, poverty-stricken 
Baptist farmer-preachers, and self-sacrificing Presbyterian 
teacher-preachers fought the battle for the Christian faith 
in the border regions. 

The Methodist Episcopal Church was one of the most 
successful leaders in this struggle against godlessness. The 
combination of a democratic theology which stressed the 
Arminian doctrine of freedom of will and an autocratic 
religious organization made it peculiarly suitable to 
frontier conditions. It was fortunate, too, in having no 
great historical traditions to restrict its innovating im- 
pulses. Unlike the Presbyterians and Congregationalists 
who looked for their own members cut adrift in the West, 
the Methodists considered all men potential converts. 
Through a transplanted itineracy system, changed into 
rural practice by Francis Asbury in 1772, the church of 
John Wesley was able to keep in touch with a people on 
the move. The local ministry was composed of the located 
preacher, class leader, and exhorter; the traveling minis- 
ter, on the other hand, was attached to no one com- 
munity. Through him the church was kept in the vanguard 
of civilization. 

Being a full-time worker, the circuit rider could devote 
his whole attention to the task of ministering to scattered 
settlements. Rival ministers found his zealousness exasper- 




The Circuit Preacher 
was a familiar figure on the American frontier. This drawing by 
A. U. Waud first appeared in Harper's Weekly, October 12, 1867. 
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ating at times, for the Methodists seemed to have knocked 
on all the doors first. One Presbyterian in Kentucky 
confessed: 

I at length became ambitious to find a f amily whose cabin had not 
been entered by a Methodist preacher. In several days I travelled 
from settlement to settlement, on my errand of good, but into 
every hovel I entered, I learned that the Methodist missionary had 
been there before me.®^ 

A Baptist clergyman overlooked partisanship to praise 
the Methodists in 1816: 

. . . their complete system of mission circuits is by far the ablest for 
domestic missionary effort ever yet adopted. They send their 
labourers into every comer of the country; if they hear of any par- 
ticular attention to religion in a place they double the number of 
labourers in those circuits, and place their best men there, and 
endeavor generally, to adapt the character of their preachers to Ihe 
character of the people among whom they are to labour.®® 

When a spellbinder had won converts to the cause, a less 
flamboyant personality usually was assigned to that cir- 
cuit to keep the new members on the right path. In these 
frequent changes of personnel the circuiteer and the com- 
munity both benefited. 

The Methodist hierarchy in America, closely resem- 
bling that of the Church of England, maintained a highly 
centralized authority. Only when this religious machine 
is seen with all its movable parts can one fully appreciate 
its high potential. The national leader was known as the 
“general superintendent,” and he was clothed with vast 
powers. Governing bodies of the church were the “general 
conference,” which met quadrennially, and the “annual 
conference.” The latter was divided up regionally into 
districts and locally into circuits. In the 1820’s “district 
conferences” were created. In practice, arbitrary features 
of Methodist church administration were made more 
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palatable to democratic prejudices by the fact that the 
early church leaders, unmarried bishops like Francis 
Asbury, Richard Whatcoat, William McKendree, and 
Enoch George, and the district superintendents (“presid- 
ing elders”) endured the rigors of pioneer life alongside 
the saddlebag preachers. These ofi&cials traveled almost 
continuously about the country, receiving the same pitiful 
salary as the humble itinerant.®* 

In the system of appointment to the itineracy the 
centralized character of Methodist church policy was 
also mirrored. A man who exhibited speaking ability in 
the local unit — the class — was encouraged by the class 
leader to “exercise his gifts.” As an exhorter on trial, he 
was quickly offered a chance to prove his talent. If the 
local circuit rider and the presiding elder were favorably 
impressed he was awarded the title of “licensed exhorter” 
at the “quarterly conference.”®^ This authority, effective 
for only one year, granted the recipient the power “to 
exhort” and little more. Perhaps he used his gifts of 
persuasion after the local preacher gave a sermon; often 
he assisted a traveling preacher on his circuit rounds. 
Frequently these laymen became itinerants themselves. 
Yet to enter the ranks of the traveling ministry was no 
easy task. The would-be itinerant had to obtain his license 
to preach from the annual conference, to which he was 
referred by either the local circuiteer or the presiding 
elder. He then worked “on trial” for two years but was 
not authorized to administer the sacraments. After serv- 
ing that probationary period he was examined as to doc- 
trine, conduct, and ability by a committee of the annual 
conference and then admitted into “full connexion.” 

With these preliminary obstacles surmounted, advance- 
ment was possible for the able preacher. After two years 
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of satisfactory service he was eligible for ordination as a 
“deacon” by the presiding elder; with that advance he 
became qualified to assist the latter in the administration 
of the sacraments. He had now attained some statmre in 
the Methodist hierarchy. At the General Conference in 
1812 local deacons became eligible for “elder’s” orders 
after four years of service, if approved.®® That some itiner- 
ants progressed rapidly in this ecclesiastical system is 
illustrated by the case of Peter Cartwright. He was an 
exhorter at seventeen years of age, traveling preacher at 
eighteen, deacon at twenty-one, and a presiding elder at 
twenty-three.®® 

Among the many striking features of the itineracy 
system was the brevity of the average member’s career 
and his woefully inadequate salary. The two circum- 
stances were not unrelated. Before 1800 a circuit rider’s 
yearly remuneration was but $64.00 plus a traveling 
allowance. That year the annual stipend was raised to 
$80.00, and m 1816 it was set at $100.00 a year.®'^ Even 
this pay was not always collectible, since the pioneer com- 
munities being served were often so poor they could not 
raise sufiicient funds to meet both the administrative 
expenses of the circuit and the preacher’s salary. Benjamin 
Lakin told how his church people pooled their resources 
to buy a replacement for his worn-out horse. Other 
itinerants, less fortunate, had to stretch their own salary 
to provide this necessity.®® Most of the men became 
“local supply” after but a few years of duty. This change 
usually occurred shortly after marriage, for the salary 
was hardly adequate for a bachelor, let alone a wife and 
prospective family. The hostility toward a wedded itiner- 
ant, fuUy aware as the settlers were that additional finan- 
cial burdens had been foisted upon them, often reinforced 
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the preacher’s decision to settle down. Thus Asbury’s 
lament was appropriate: “To marry is to locate.”^® 

In addition to the uncertainty of receiving a regular 
salary, the saddlebag preacher never knew where he 
would next serve the Lord. He moved as directed by his 
superiors; every year he traveled to the annual conference 
sessions to receive instructions. According to a rule laid 
down in 1804, the maximum length of stay in a circuit 
for any one time was two years. Actually, the conference 
minutes show that itinerants frequently moved once a year 
and even every six months.^® The meager salary and the 
nomadic existence facing the circuit rider made it certain 
that his loyalty had to be of high caliber. 

Formidable indeed was the task confronting the Meth- 
odist preacher. In newly settled regions where the popula- 
tion was widely dispersed, his circuits covered a vast 
amount of territory, often three to four hundred miles. 
They were commonly referred to as “four weeks’ circuits” 
or “six weeks’ circuits,” the number varying according to 
the time it took to tour them. Specific appointments, rang- 
ing from twenty to thirty in number, were marked out, 
mainly along the river courses. To reach his “charges” 
the traveling minister had to spend many wearisome 
hours in the saddle, often riding through thick woods on 
trails barely worthy of the name. He could look forward 
to speaking on an average of once each day with the 
possible exception of Monday, which was his usual rest 
day. A “son of thunder” like Cartwright might average 
two and even three speeches daily. 

Most often traveling alone but sometimes accompanied 
by a younger hand, the circuit rider covered many thou- 
sands of miles during a single year to keep in touch with 
“society in motion.” Filled with a prophetic zeal, he 
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labored tirelessly to win frontiersmen to Methodism. In 
1800 Henry Smith was the only Methodist minister for 
the entire lower part of the Northwest Territory." Benja- 
min Lakin, riding the Miami Circuit in the new state of 
Ohio during the year 1806-7, had twenty-seven preaching 
sites. James B. Finley, traveling 475 miles to complete 
one round of the Wills Creek Circuit in the same state, 
would be so engaged for four weeks at a time." The latter 
itinerant three years later rode a six-weeks’ tour on the 
BamsviUe and West Wheeling Circuit. In 1815 he had 
better luck and was assigned, along with a partner, to the 
Cross Creek Circuit in Ohio, which took only four weeks 
to cover, with an appointment every day and two on Sun- 
days. He recalled they had to preach 

thirty-two times every round, and meet fifty classes. Thus it will 
be seen that we had no time for “visits, modes and forms,” to 
attend parties of pleasure, loaf aroxmd stores, offices, and shops, 
read newspapers and chat.^® 

In 1832, Michigan churchman James Gilruth had to 
ride four weeks to complete his Granville Circuit in the 
sparsely settled Michigan Territory. In twenty-two days, 
according to his own boast, he met twenty-five appoint- 
ments, preached twenty-two sermons, supervised nineteen 
Bible classes, and never repeated the same sermon twice." 
Every itinerant dreamed of his ideal: “Few preaching 
places, short rides, good accommodations, and sure 
pay.”" Unfortunately, his hopes were seldom f ulfill ed. 

Among the many duties of the busy circuit rider was 
that of co-ordmating the activities of the class leaders, 
exhorters, and local preachers in his domain. If the 
circuit were a large one he might share this work with a 
companion. The multiplicity of his tasks necessitated each 
visit’s being brief. As one in the ranks phrased it, “The 
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Methodists were, in those days, like angels’ visits, few 
and. far between.”^® Other denominations, too, often 
foimd themselves spread too thin to be eifective.^'^ The 
circuit rider tirelessly delivered the word of God as he 
traversed his rounds; his message of hope reached hun- 
dreds at once when he called a camp meeting. 
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.. .the camp meeting project was orig- 
inated by divine Providence to give a 
mighty impulse to religious revivals, 
and so produce amazing changes in the 
moral world.^ 

— Circuit rider Charles Giles, 1844 


T 

HE ORIGINS OF 

the camp meeting, which seemed to have appeared on 
the American frontier full blown in 1800 as the most 
striking manifestation of the Great Revival, have long 
been hid in obscurity. To many besides Charles Giles it 
seemed to be of miraculous origin, like the sudden up- 
swing of religious feeling of which it was a part. One day 
the frontier was a godless place with little islands of 
workers in the Lord, and the next it was all aflame with 
religious zeal. No wonder that to those who knew it best 
the camp meeting seemed an example of the sudden lifting 
of God’s hand to aid his servants in their Herculean task! 

Nevertheless, there was ample precedent for the sepa- 
rate features of the true camp meeting as it was practiced 
on the mobile frontier for half a century. The outdoor 
meeting had held a place in Methodist technique ever 
since the founding of that society. John Wesley was 
preaching outdoors in England as early as 1739, As with 
American camp meetings, the practice of open-air meet- 
ings was in part a result of necessity: when the Anglican 
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churches were closed to the Methodists, the latter took 
to the fields. A striking parallel can be seen in the makeup 
of the motley audiences facing Wesley and those who 
made up the later American camp meeting. In England 
“thieves, prostitutes, fools, people of every class, several 
men of distinction, a few of the learned merchants, and 
numbers of poor people who had never entered a place 
of worship assembled in these crowds and became godly.”® 
With such a strange collection of listeners, these out- 
door meetings were not always sedate affairs. Some folk 
had come to hear and others to jeer the Methodist evangel, 
and the first “field meetings” were marked by disorder. 
Members of the audience amused themselves by throwing 
stones or dirt at the speakers. At one service the spiritual 
calm was shattered by the sudden appearance of a ram- 
paging ox which had been untethered by a prankster. On 
other occasions itinerants might find their discourses 
drowned out by the noise of fife and drum as an anti- 
Methodist parson led a marching group through the 
grounds shouting the slogan, “Fight for the church!”® 
The confusion and disorder, heightened by the shouts 
and groans of worshipers who had been aroused by the 
minister’s spirited preaching, were striking features of 
the open-air revival as an institution. Not a few were 
physically affected by the preaching of the Word, giving 
way to extreme bodily excitement. John Wesley recorded 
in his Journal in 1739 that the Holy Spirit had surely 
been the compelling influence.® The Methodist founder’s 
zealous use of the open-air rostrum has even led some to 
the conclusion that he himself was the originator of the 
camp meeting.® But the main features of the camp meet- 
ing — open-air preaching, emotion, and rowdy opposition 
by outsiders — are as old as evangelism itself. 
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In America also, in the decades before 1800, preaching 
in the wooded clearing was common. The practice 
stemmed from both desire and necessity. The new settlers 
loved the out-of-doors, where natural beauty often turned 
their thoughts toward spiritual concerns. Church meeting- 
houses in the backwoods were also frequently too small 
to hold the numbers that attended. In some of the border 
regions the problem was not lack of space but the com- 
plete absence of a church building. In the frontier town 
of Pittsburgh, the Methodists had no place of worship 
whatsoever in 1810. In that year a subscription cam- 
paign was launched for the building or the purchase of 
a home for the use of their society.® Many other frontier 
denominations through necessity acquired the outdoor 
habit, precursor of the true camp meeting in America. 

In the Virginia Colony during the first years of the 
Revolution — a period not celebrated for its emotional 
serenity — John Waller, a Separate Baptist minister, con- 
ducted meetings which he even called “camp meetings,”'^ 
His protracted outdoor gatherings, like those of Samuel 
Harriss, James Read, and many other evangelists from 
the generating center of Guilford County, North Carolina, 
were in many ways similar to the later camp meeting. 
There were, however, at least two major differences. 
Camp Rules drawn by Waller made provisions for male 
campers only, women being forbidden to enter the 
grounds from an hour before sunset to an hour after sun- 
rise. Moreover, the worshipers were not self-supporting, 
but dependent upon the people of the neighborhood for 
food. Yet of all the forerunners, this colonial prototype 
bore the greatest similarities to the later camp meeting. 
At Waller’s woodland meetings were great crowds who 
had traveled far to attend. Here the unlearned preacher. 
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“raised up” by a divine call, preached earnestly and 
emotionally with frequent whoops and hollers. Here too 
was the emotional audience, often swept into frenzy by 
the exciting sermons. The spectators wept and shouted; 
many fell “roaring to the ground.” The colonial revival- 
ists, like the subsequent circuit riders, stressed in their 
sermons correct living rather than formal creeds. Tents 
and campers combined to make the continuous religious 
services a time of social relaxation and companionship. 
Finally, the camp regulations of the Separate Baptists 
closely approximated those of the later camp meeting.® 
A familiar feature of both American and English 
Methodism was the circuit quarterly meeting (the “quar- 
terly-conference”), which was often conducted in the 
open. The size of the crowds attracted posed a serious 
problem. One minister remarked: “Before camp meetings 
we knew not what to do with the thousands who attended 
our quarterly meetings. Sometimes we were forced to hold 
our love feasts in the grove.”® There were other oppor- 
tunities for open-air services. Frontier sacramental occa- 
sions had been commonly observed outside the church 
building during the summer for decades prior to the 
Great Revival. Presbyterians, Methodists, and Baptists 
met frequently in joint services, for there was an insuffi- 
ciency of preachers and the church ordinances could not 
be administered regularly in any other way. The Baptists, 
however, observed communion by themselves at these 
joint affairs. Such gatherings were great events in the 
social as well as the religious life of backwoods America. 
They afforded many churchgoers an opportunity for re- 
ligious novelty and companionship; to others, who lived 
out of reach of the regular circuits, they offered the sole 
means of worship. 



SEED TIME 


29 


Some of the Methodist and Presbyterian “Union Sacra- 
mental Meetings” evolved into protracted outdoor re- 
vivals. This was the case on the Nashville Circuit in central 
Tennessee when, in 1799, services lasted ten and even 
twelve days. Yet the worshipers, who sometimes num- 
bered as high as ten thousand, did not encamp but lodged 
in the neighborhood at night and returned to the grove 
early in the moming.^“ 

Another forerunner of the camp meeting is to be found 
among the Germans. In the late eighteenth century Ger- 
man traveling preachers of both the Lutheran and Meth- 
odist denominations in the Pennsylvania back country 
took their congregations into a barn if attendance swelled 
beyond the capacity of the cabin. These Grosse Ver- 
sammlungen (“Big Meetings”) may also be considered 
the ancestors of the camp meeting, since they, too, often 
moved to forest clearings or fields when weather and need 
dictated. Joint communion services were conducted for a 
two-day period, with many preachers and exhorters from 
different communities addressing the thousands present. 
Another striking parallel was that the success of the 
Grosse V ersammlungen was frequently measured “in 
terms of weeping and jubilation.” Unfike participants in 
the later camp meetings, however, the German worship- 
ers stayed overnight at the homes of local brethren, 
whose generosity also extended to the feeding of the large 
crowds.^^ 

It is not surprising that historians are in disagreement 
as to the exact origins of the camp meeting, since the first 
participants themselves had only vague and contradictory 
ideas on the subject. Some writers have mistakenly cred- 
ited its creation to the Methodists. Even the time of its 
initial appearance has been variously ascribed to the 
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1790’s or the early 1800’s, while the dates 1799, 1800, 
1801, and 1803 have been frequently named.^^ Nor is 
there any unanimity as to the founder and exact place of 
the first camp meeting. Part of the difficulty is, of course, 
one of definition. 

Among the numerous American claimants, the earliest 
to receive recognition was the Methodist Reverend Daniel 
Asbury of North Carolina. While his Rehoboth Church 
in Lincoln County was under construction in 1794, the 
congregation worshiped in the forest, their services con- 
tinuing through the day and night.^® Some have called 
this event the first camp meeting. At these sessions the 
sponsoring preacher was assisted in the pulpit by William 
McKendree, later a bishop, and others.^^ Perhaps the 
astounding success of this woodland revival with its three 
hundred converts encouraged McKendree to champion 
such a departure from established religious practice, for he 
later used the technique extensively. The year following 
Daniel Asbury’s success, two more encampments were 
staged by him and his Presbyterian co-worker, James 
Hall, at Bethel, near “Rock Spring,” and “Shepherd’s 
Cross Roads” in Iredell County. The latter gathering was 
known as the great “Union Camp-Meeting.” Both encamp- 
ments produced a wealth of conversions. Similar services 
were repeated frequently thereafter by both the Presby- 
terians and the Methodists of the South Carolina Confer- 
ence.’^® One historian listed the Carolinas as the first home 
of the camp meeting but conceded that it was in Ten- 
nessee and Kentucky that it was firmly established.^ 

A prominent Methodist itinerant and writer has 
acclaimed John McGee, a Methodist preacher of Smith 
(now Sumner) County, Tetmessee, “the father of camp- 
meetings in America.” The same authority set the time 
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and place as 1799 in Tennessee, adding that the credit 
should be given to both John McGee and his brother 
William, a Presbyterian preacher, with whom he worked 
closely. In point of fact, John McGee had earlier minis- 
tered in Guilford County, North Carolina, and it is 
claimed that, greatly impressed by Daniel Asbury’s near- 
by camp meetings, he later transferred the technique to 
the Red River area in Kentucky and to the Cumberland 
River region. Lending credibility to this belief is the 
participation of the two McGees in the sacramental 
meetings which took place at the time of the camp 
meeting’s beginnings, and John McGee’s later sponsor- 
ship of the first encampment to be held in Tennessee. 
Yet John McGee in his several accounts of the first 
encampments of the Great Revival never claimed credit 
for originating them. A twentieth-century student of 
religion observed, with considerable justice, that while 
there exists no record of camp meetings’ being attempted 
in Kentucky or Tennessee before the opening of the nine- 
teenth century, there are reports of them m the Carolinas. 
Since several of the promulgators of the Cumberland 
Revival had migrated from the latter states, it is conceiv- 
able that they brought the plan with them.^® 

The difficulty of establishing the date and place of the 
earliest protracted outdoor revival is apparent in the 
writings of Jesse Lee, the first official historian of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church in America. Lee, whose role 
as a chronicler and leader of these early encampments 
certainly qualified him as an authority, could only esti- 
mate that they were first mtroduced “about” 1801. He 
added, “I never could learn whether they began in the 
upper parts of South-Carolma, in Tennessee, or Ken- 
tucky.”^® Yet the dispute about dates is relatively unim- 
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portant; many camp meetings may have taken place in 
the back country prior to the Second Great Awakening. 
The significant point is that they did not achieve universal 
popularity or standard form until after 1799. The story 
of the seed time of the camp meeting is inextricably 
connected with one man — the fiery Presbyterian minis- 
ter, James McGready — and with the religious quicken- 
ing he in so large a measure created, the Great Revival 
in the West. 

Of Scotch-Irish parentage, and a product of the Penn- 
sylvania and North Carolina frontiers, James McGready 
was one of the blazing lights on the evangelistic trail. 
While ministering in Orange County, North Carolina, 
where he initiated a great revival, he converted twelve 
men who eventually themselves labored mightily in God’s 
calling. One of these was Barton W. Stone of later Cane 
Ridge camp meeting fame. McGready preached a modi- 
fied form of Calvinism. He continually dwelt on the 
necessity of the “new birth” — a conscious spiritual 
experience at a definite time and place. In his preaching 
he took a leaf from the colonial revivalists’ book and in 
realistic terms depicted the wrath of an angry Jehovah 
against impenitent sinners. No figure of speech was too 
vivid to illustrate a theme. 

McGready’s appearance, combined with his powerful 
oratory, made him a compelling personage. Described by 
contemporaries as ugly and uncouth, he nevertheless 
attracted the attention of all who passed. Barton W. Stone 
was impressed by McGready’s 

remarkable gravity, and small piercing eyes. His coarse tremulous 
voice excited in me the idea of something imearthly. His gestures 
were sui generis, the perfect reverse of elegance. Everything ap- 
peared by him forgotten but the salvation of souls. Such earnestness, 
such zeal, such powerful persuasion ... I had never witnessed.^® 
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While carrying on church work in South Carolina this 
fiery evangelist was accused of “running people dis- 
tracted.” In 1800 the opposition to McGready’s florid 
and violent style of speech became so strong that he 
transferred the scene of his activities to southwestern 
Kentucky, where converts had written of the dire need 
of spiritual guidance.^^ 

When this controversial preacher stormed into the 
scattered settlements of Kentucky in the early years of 
the American Republic, the time was ripe for a religious 
outpouring. The majority of the border settlers were 
Scotch-Irish, Celts whose emotions boiled “at a low tem- 
perature.”^^ Theological argument and religious freedom 
flourished while the power of the church was atrophying. 
At the time of McGready’s arrival in Logan County, this 
section of the Green River had already gained the rather 
dubious distinction of being nicknamed “Rogues’ Harbor” 
— from the reputed number of horse thieves, runaway 
indentured servants, robbers, and murderers who sought 
to lose their identity there. It is a strange thing to relate, 
but these lawless backwoodsmen, unconventional and 
uneducated, who faced McGready reacted enthusiastic- 
ally to the warm evangelistic temper of his preaching. 
McGready had found a home, and a task which was 
destined to raise him to greatness. 

Dividing his tremendous energies among three congre- 
gations located on the Gasper, Red, and Muddy rivers, 
James McGready utilized the same techniques which 
he had found only partly successful elsewhere. Impas- 
sioned preaching, diligent pastoral work, and an artful 
prayer covenant were his main resources. The prayer 
covenant enjoined all signers to pray every Saturday eve- 
ning and Sunday morning, and to devote the third Satur- 
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day of every month to prayer and fasting — all this to be 
directed at the generating of a religious awakening in 
the community. The campaign soon produced results.^ 
In May, 1797, the Logan County Revival broke out in 
the Gasper River congregation.^^ Religious enthusiasm 
was tremendous and contagious, but organized opposition 
to the extremes of McGready’s preaching slowed the 
spread of the revival idea. It did not reach its peak until 
the Red River sacramental service of June, 1800, which 
marked the prelude to the first planned camp meeting in 
America. 

On that third week in June the little Red River church 
was filled to overflowing. Two fellow-churchmen, the 
Reverend William Hodges and John Rankin, aided 
McGready, and two Tennessee visitors, John and William 
McGee, were on hand as observers. While journeying 
to the Ohio country, the McGees had stopped off to see 
for themselves the already famous McGready technique 
for winning converts. 

Although not a true camp meeting — for only one man 
reportedly came with his wagon filled with provisions 
and “lived on the ground” throughout the meeting — Red 
River was in many ways a harbinger of things to come.^® 
Commencing on Friday, the services were scheduled to 
continue through Monday. On Sunday the sacrament 
of the Lord’s Supper was to be observed.^® 

During the first two meeting days the audience was 
reduced to tears several times, but a still higher pitch 
was reached in the Sabbath service. Then, William 
Hodge’s sermon caused one woman to scream, while many 
another fell to the floor crying, “What shall I do to be 
saved!” On the final day, after the formal service was at 
an end, the proceedings reached the ultimate. Three of 
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the ministers left the church, but the McGee brothers 
remained behind with the seated congregation who were 
apparently deep in reflection. William McGee “felt such 
a power come over him that he quit his seat and sat down 
on the floor of the pulpit, I suppose not knowing what 
he did.” John, trembling as he listened to the “solemn 
weeping all over the house,” managed to compose him- 
self for one final appeal. 

I . . . exhorted them to let the Lord Omnipotent reign in their 
hearts, and submit to him, and their souls should live. Many broke 
silence. The woman in the East end of the house shouted tremen- 
dously. I left the pulpit to go to her. . . . Several spoke to me “You 
know these people Presbj^rians are much for order, they will 
not bear this confusion, go back and be quiet.” I turned to go back 
and was near falling, the power of God was strong upon me, I 
turned again and losing sight of fear of man, I went through the 
house shouting and exhorting with all possible ecstasy and energy, 
and the floor was soon covered by the slain.^^ 

The news of this unusual happening spread far and 
wide, causing great excitement. The four to five hundred 
persons who participated at one time or another in this 
Red River service were themselves advertisers of its 
power. Visiting Presbyterian preachers were thunder- 
struck. Some were disgusted with the din, disorder, and 
crass emotional appeal of the service; others were as 
greatly impressed with its effectiveness in winning con- 
verts. Methodist and Baptist leaders who had been carry- 
ing on revival campaigns independently were encouraged 
to expend additional effort. McGready himself contrasted 
the preceding years of Ms evangelical work — “a few 
scattering drops before a mighty rain” — with the “over- 
flowing floods of salvation” in the year 1800 .^® 

Appra isin g the importance of the crowds that had come 
to the Red River communion, McGready decided to make 
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advance announcement of his next sacramental meeting 
to be held at the Gasper River church in the last week 
of July. Notices were sent out broadside and great num- 
bers gathered in response, some coming from places as 
far away as forty and even one hundred miles. There 
were spectators from distant Smith County, Tennessee, 
along with the Methodist preachers who had been specifi- 
cally invited to attend. The McGee brothers and John 
Page, also a powerful gospel minister, were among those 
present.®® McGready later recalled that “thirteen wagons 
came to transport people and provisions” to the meeting. 
Other estimates are much higher.®® Thus, in the last week 
of July, 1800, at Gasper River, where the planned prac- 
tice of camping out was added to the continuous outdoor 
service, the camp meeting was established in its fullest 
sense.®^ In the staging of this sacrament, the fiery Presby- 
terian leader sponsored what was in all probability the 
first planned “camp meeting” in the United States, if not 
in the world.®® 

At Gasper River there was the usual frontier dilemma: 
the number of worshipers exceeded the capacity of the 
place of worship. To remedy this situation, woodsmen 
cleared away the underbrush around the tiny church and 
built a preaching stand and simple log seats. As the meet- 
ing progressed, religious services were held both in and 
outside the church house.®® Beginning on Saturday eve- 
ning and lasting until Tuesday morning, with the Lord’s 
Supper observed on Sunday, this four-day schedule set 
the pattern for the early camp meeting. Very little is 
known about the operations of this first encampment, 
but the fragmentary records are nevertheless revealing. 
On the first night, after formal indoor services were over, 
discussion groups of “seriously exercised Christians” spon- 
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taneously staged a revival of their own. The net result 
was that most of the ministers and several hundred wor- 
shipers remained at the meetinghouse all night. Sleep 
and all physical comforts were forgotten. Some pioneers, 
more materially minded, who had carried along “victuals 
mostly prepared,” also set up makeshift tents of bushes or 
branches, sheets or quilts, or rested in open or covered 
wagons.®^ Thus the camp meeting came into being, a con- 
venience if not a necessity in the American backwoods. 

On Sunday evening, the spontaneous excitement mani- 
fested previously was repeated after a particularly vivid 
sermon by John McGee. Toward the end of the message 
the “cries of the distressed” grew in volume until they 
almost drowned out his voice. Reported McGready: 

No person seemed to wish to go home — hunger and sleep seemed 
to affect nobody — eternal things were the vast concern. Here 
awakening and converting work was to be found in every part of 
the multitude. . . . Sober professors, who had been communicants 
for many years, now lying prostrate on the ground, crying out in 
such language as this: “I have been a sober professor: I have been 
a communicant; ... O! I see that religion is a sensible thing. ... I 
feel the pains of hell in my soul and body! O! how I would have 
despised any person a few days ago, who would have acted as I 
am doing now! — ^But O! I cannot help it!” . . . Little children, 
yoimg men and women, and old grey-headed people, persons of 
every description, white and black, were to be found in every 
part of the multitude . . . crying out for mercy in the most extreme 
distress.®® 

Finally the penitents “obtained release” and joyfully 
shouted of their deliverance. Even from this fragmentary 
g limp se it is clear that Gasper River rivaled later camp 
meetings in intensity of worship and rampant religious 
zeal. 

The sensational success of Gasper River quickly led 
to the staging of other camp meetings by Presbyterian 
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and Methodist preachers who had marveled at its power. 
Encampment after encampment drew huge crowds. The 
pioneers, now awakened to their need of religion, were 
enthralled by this new religious device. With its soci- 
ability, its simplicity, its emotional magnetism transmitted 
through four or five days of fervent oratory, shouting, 
group singing, and the inspired prayer of preachers and 
worshipers alike, the camp meeting found a ready accept- 
ance in the settled areas of Kentucky and Tennessee. 
Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians united to hold one 
successive high-voltage revival after another that sum- 
mer. McGready declared that after his July meeting John 
and William McGee “carried home the divine flame, and 
spread it thro’ the greater part of the Cumberland Settle- 
ments.” At McGready’s other two churches in Kentucky 
similar sacramental services were held during August.®® 
More and more pioneers came prepared to encamp for 
the meetings’ duration. It is no mere coincidence that 
this evangelical method sprang into popularity at the same 
time that the Second Great Awakening developed. While 
aided by the revival spirit that was abroad, the camp 
meeting itself was the generating impulse of much of that 
religious enthusiasm. The early history of the frontier 
camp meeting is, in large measure, the story of the Great 
Revival of 1800. 

Almost as soon as the camp meeting became a familiar 
feature in the backwoods many explanations, some of a 
curious nature, were advanced as to how and why it 
arose. Contemporary opinion generally agreed that this 
new religious device was not the result of a preconcerted 
plan to promote revivalism, but arose logically out of 
the circumstances surrounding it. To one preacher of the 
Presbyterian faith, James Gallaher, it was clear that it 
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was the settlers of Logan County in 1800, who had but 
recently made the long trek to the West from Virginia, 
North Carolina, and Pennsylvania, who originated the 
idea of combining the pleasures of camping out with a 
religious service.®’' Henry Smith, a Methodist circuit rider 
and veteran of the Cumberland Revival, did not hold to 
the theory that the camp meeting was the invention of 
newcomers to the region. Necessity, even more than the 
worshipers’ predispositions, accoimted for the outdoor 
revival. In the early days, 

people went out far and near to sacramental or quarterly meetings, 
with no intention of staying on the ground, but intended either 
to return home or lodge somewhere in the neighborhood where 
the camp meeting was held; but so many were smitten to the 
ground, and continued in a helpless state, apparendy insensible to 
everything around them and so continued for hours, some for 
twenty-four hours, that their friends had to stay and take care of 
them. . . . They had no provisions, or other accommodation. Yet 
some were detained in this way til they were suffering, if not in 

a state of starvation Many said “The next time I go to one 

of these meetings, FU go prepared to stay on the ground.” Others 
who were obliged to leave the meetings, soon returned with wagons 
or carts etc, to stay on the ground during their continuance, for 
many hundreds were obliged to go away.®® 

Jesse Lee also described the forest revivals as produced 
“through necessity, and without design.” In the newly 
settled co mmunit ies the crowds that gathered for a re- 
ligious meeting were so huge “that no house could hold 
them and there were not neighbours enough to entertain 
them.” To be able to stay until the meeting disbanded, 
which might be several days, the participants had to pro- 
cure food and shelter. As the numbers of campers 
increased, the ministers thought it proper 

to advise the people to come prepared so to tarry. In some cases 
public notices were given. ... As the people were invited to come 
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and to encamp on the ground, they soon gave to those meetings 
the distinguishing name of camp-meetings. After that, when 
the name of a camp-meeting was heard of, the people knew what 
provision was necessary to be made for that purpose.®® 

The origin of the camp meeting, then, is not so com- 
plex and miraculous as it has seemed to be. It is one of 
those backwoods institutions which were so fertilely pro- 
duced in that area — a striking and important element of 
the great frontier tradition of creativity. Its component 
parts are to be found in earlier secular and religious prac- 
tices. The improvising genius of the frontier’s dedicated 
preachers put various formerly-used techniques together 
and developed a new popular religious device of great 
power. That the final touches of this process of impro- 
visation were accomplished in the course of one summer 
is the miracle and the measure of that improvising genius. 
In the year 1800 the camp meeting sprang into being, 
was almost instantly universalized along the southwestern 
frontier, and almost as rapidly standardized into a pattern. 



Campfires in the Wilderness 


Upon the whole, sir, I think the revival 
in Kentucky among the most extra- 
ordinary that have ever visited the 
church of Christ; and all things con- 
sidered, peculiarly adapted to the cir- 
cumstances of that country Some- 

thing of an extraordinary nature 
seemed necessary to arrest the attention 
of a giddy people, who were ready to 
conclude that Christianity was a fable, 
and futurity a dream. This revival has 
done it; it has confounded infidelity, 
awed vice into silence, and brought 
numbers beyond calculation, under 
serious impressions.'^ 

— The Reverend George Baxter, 1802 


T 

ttt?. setting of the 
early Kentucky camp meeting was “nature’s temple” 
— the forest clearing. Just one step removed from the 
cabin meeting place, frontier encampments “offered noth- 
ing by way of worshipful environment save the natural 
beauty of a grove of trees on a sloping green.”^ This very 
lack of artificiality gave the open-air revival its great 
religious power, a power that was never more explosively 
demonstrated than during the era of the Second Great 
Awakening (1800-1805). 

The first encampments were cleared areas of the forest 
close to meetinghouses which in their turn served the 
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several functions of worship centers, refuges for prostrate 
mourners, and lodging places for visiting clergymen. Since 
frontier churches were frequently located near waterways, 
it was only natural that camp sites were chosen near 
springs or creeks, and if possible on navigable rivers. 
Hence the distinctive names of the encampments of the 
Great Revival — “Muddy River,” “Drake’s Creek,” “Red 
River,” and “Cabin Creek.” Aside from its aesthetic 
appeal, the chosen site had to provide drinking water, 
dry ground, shade, pasturage for the horses, and timber 
for tentpoles and firewood. 

These desirable locations were not hard to find in the 
newly settled regions, and men with ax and sledge could 
quickly convert a two- to four-acre tract of forest land 
into an encampment. There was hectic activity as the 
prospective worshipers arrived at the spot, a week before 
or just prior to meeting time. Underbrush was cleared 
away, trees were felled, and preparations were made for 
a tent city. 

Through the years encampments adhered to three 
general patterns: the rectangular, horseshoe, and circular 
forms. The last-named was by far the most popular.* 
Regardless of shape, tents formed the outer shell which 
enclosed the core of the camp meeting, the open-air audi- 
torium. After a few years’ experience, sponsors in the 
West urged that a supervisor be appointed to inform 
incoming wagoners of the encampment plan, so that much 
of the milling about on the first meeting day could be 
avoided. 

Circular rows or streets of tents were irregularly 
arranged following the contour of the land on the edge of 
the area of cleared ground, with walks between. Camp 
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meeting veteran Jesse Lee described the living facilities 
utilized in 1809: 

The land is cleared ... to hold as many tents as will be erected, 
we then have the front of the tents on a line on each side, and at 
each end. Back of the tents we have a place cleared for the car- 
riages to stand ... so that every tent may have a carriage belong- 
ing to it in a convenient position. Just back of the carriages we 
have the horses tied and fed. Before the tents we generally have 
the fires for cooking, and to help in giving light at night to see 
who are walking about (if more convenient), fires are placed 
behind the tents.^ 

The number of temporary camp structures that rose as 
if by magic varied with the stage of settlement in the com- 
mimity involved. There might be twenty or as many as 
two hundred tents, of various materials and sizes.® Some 
were made of sail or cotton cloth “hung upon poles in 
the shape of a roof of a house.” Others were strictly home- 
made affairs, fashioned from two or three old quilts or 
coverlets sewn together. Even several sheets tacked to- 
gether served the purpose; wealthier folk might make a 
home out of a bolt of muslin. “Bush arbors” erected 
beside covered wagons or carriages served some as tem- 
porary housing. A few even had wooden shelters with 
clapboard roofs. These were the “log tents,” although 
cloth ones were more usual. 

The backwoods camp meeting differed from its eastern 
imitator in size as well as in the number of tents. Encamp- 
ments of the East, although very similar in design to 
those of the frontier, were established on a grander and 
more pretentious scale. While some eastern shelters 
housed but a single group, a great number were large 
enough for many families. Perhaps twenty to fifty and 
even a himdred individuals found shelter under a single 
canvas. Mammoth tents were typical here. Likewise the 
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eastern campers’ furnishings included many of the com- 
forts of home. The pioneer, by contrast, was lucky to have 
any piece of rude furniture. His bed might be of straw, 
or a makeshift one of poles and blankets.® Indeed, many 
at the Great Revival camp meetings slept on the ground, 
rolled up in blankets, when the homes of neighbors and 
the meetinghouse were full. 

Preachers shared the same simple accommodations as 
the worshipers. Bishop William McKendree’s quarters at 
the initial encampment in the Missouri Territory were 
“made by sewing the preacher’s saddle blankets together 
and spreading them over a pole supported by forks in 
the ground like soldiers’ tents.” One end of the tent was 
closed with green boughs, while the other was left open, 
with a fire in front of it. Bedding arrangements were often 
as primitive. At one eastern campground six ministers 
slept in a huge bed made up of overlapping blankets, 
ingeniously arranged.’^ 

The main physical feature of any camp meeting land- 
scape east or west was the pulpit. Once a site was cleared, 
this was set up at one or both ends of the natural amphi- 
theater, facing the parallel rows of seats. These stands 
were supplemented by fallen logs or wagon beds, from 
which ministers spellbound groups of listeners. Some of 
the pulpits were merely upraised platforms on stilts; 
others were sturdy, two-level affairs, often roofed to keep 
out the elements. Possibly ten feet square, the platforms 
were commodious enough to hold not only the speaker 
but also the several exhorters and ministers who were 
awaiting their turns to speak. Many were large enough to 
accommodate a dozen people. By standing in an elevated 
position four to eight feet higher than the milling crowds, 
a preacher had a better chance of being seen and heard. 



46 THE FRONTIER CAMP MEETING 

Competing attractions gave the flighty a chance to wander 
from one orator to another, and the din and disorder 
gave even certain “sons of thunder” trouble.® 

K the minister proved to be a pulpit thumper, members 
of the audience who seated themselves directly below the 
scaffold occupied a hazardous position. The Reverend 
James B. Finley recalled that more than once a front 
seat occupant was “suddenly aroused by the fall of a 
pitcher of water, or the big Bible upon the cranium.”® 
Seats for the audience, where they existed, were merely 
felled logs cross-laid, or planks supported by tree stumps. 
The bark was dressed and the top adzed off to make them 
as comfortable as possible. This crude arrangement was 
not only the result of necessity; it was also consonant 
with John Wesley’s rule concerning church seating: “Let 
there be no pews, and no backs to the seats.” Also in 
accordance with the founder’s wishes, the open-air audi- 
torium was carefully divided, the women located on the 
right and the men on the left.^® On some campgrounds a 
rail fence or wooden partition emphasized this demarka- 
tion of the sexes. 

In both slaveholding and nonslaveholding regions, the 
Negroes were allowed to set up their own camps behind 
the preacher’s rostrum. Because of the close proximity, 
their services often merged with those of the whites, 
adding no little to the general confusion and emotional 
excitement. The Negro housing area, with its crazy-quilt 
tents after the fashion of Joseph’s coat, was a picturesque 
affair. As the camp meeting matured, the Negro camp 
section was sometimes separated from that of the whites 
by a plank partition. This barrier was tom down on the 
final meeting day when the two peoples joined together in 
a song festival and “marching ceremony.” 
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Illumination for the evening services presented no prob- 
lem to the resourceful campers. At first, the lighting was 
provided by candles and pine knot torches afl&xed to 
preaching stands, trees, or other convenient places. Jesse 
Lee, writing of the first campgrounds, recalled seeing 
one hundred and twenty candles burning at the same 
time.^^ When campfires were located in front of the tents, 
they also helped light up the worship area. Gradually, fire 
stands known as “fire altars” came into regular use. These 
stands were erected in the four corners of the auditorium 
and consisted of earthen covered platforms on upraised 
tripods some six feet high. Bark, twigs, or “pine wood 
fires” burned on top of a layer of earth and sod. Later, 
oil lamps were utilized. At night the glare of the camp- 
fire, the flickering candles and torches, and the blazing 
fire altars all added an eerie touch to the colorful services. 

The communion table set up at the initial woodland 
meeting in Missouri in 1809 was doubtless similar to 
those used during the Kentucky Revival. That sacra- 
mental table consisted of a “puncheon” split from a log, 
smoothed on the upper side, and laid on crossties sup- 
ported by four forks placed in the ground. The whole 
was covered with a sheet, “for there were no table-cloths 
then.”'® 

Usually no provisions were made for inclement wea- 
ther; at the first Kentucky meetings enthusiasts worshiped 
out of doors in the midst of violent rainstorms. A few 
people could huddle in cloth or log shelters, but the 
western camp meeting was not noted for its comforts. 
The worshipers at the Goshen, Illinois, encampment of 
1807 must have been surprised to fihd a large arbor in 
the form of an L erected there, an arbor spacious enough 
to cover seven hundred people.'® In the East, by contrast, 
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most campgrounds were dominated by huge tents that 
afforded privacy for prayer in good weather and shelter 
in bad weather. Kentucky accommodations in 1800 were 
crude but sufficient, and the pioneer settler did not com- 
plain. He had journeyed to the camp meeting expecting 
no great physical comforts; he had come to see for himself 
this religious marvel that was transforming men’s lives. 

The Second Great Awakening was the era of the 
gigantic camp meeting — the “General Camp Meeting” 
— where the unusual was the usual, where Presbyterian, 
Methodist, and Baptist ministers worked side by side, 
where the crowds were numbered m the hundreds and 
frequently the thousands, and where scores were swept 
into mass hysteria by the frenzied proceedings. These 
joint meetings were of two types, the “Sacramental” and 
the “Union” meeting, the former bemg so named be- 
cause of the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. When the 
time arrived for this ceremony Baptist leaders withdrew 
and the Methodists and Presbyterians conducted joint 
communion services. It was at the Union encampments, 
however, that the three denominations worshiped together 
most successfully. About these early meetings McGready 
could write glowingly that “bigotry and prejudice have 
received a death wound . . . Presbyterians and Methodists 
love one another.”^^ 

Among the Methodists, WiUiam McKendree looms 
large in the story of the “General Camp Meeting.” He 
was assisted by a host of other traveling preachers, includ- 
ing William Burke, John Sale, Benjamin Lakin, and 
Henry Smith. McKendree had become enthusiastic over 
the camp meeting while an itinerant and district super- 
visor in southern Kentucky. In 1801 he overcame his 
denominational prejudice to co-operate with certain 
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Presbyterian leaders who were pioneering the innovation. 
Joint committees were set up, empowered to make camp 
regulations and appoint speakers for the outdoor sacra- 
ments. It was evident that enthusiasm for a new technique 
and the excitement of leading great numbers to the Lord 
were bringing about close co-operation among frontier 
preachers of differing denominations. The future of inter- 
denominational harmony looked bright as the camp meet- 
ing enjoyed its first tumultuous surge. 

During his union arrangement with the Presbyterians 
McKendree temporarily suspended the Methodist class 
meetings, the “love feasts,” and the regular operations of 
the itinerant system. By 1802 the highly successful 
General Camp Meetings of Methodists and Presbyterians 
(and sometimes Baptists) were well known.^® Yet rum- 
bles of discontent with the practice were heard late in the 
very first year, indicating that the spirit of partisanship 
was still strong. 

William Burke, speaking for the Methodists, com- 
plained bitterly that Presbyterians “were pressing in their 
invitations” to the sacramental gatherings but refused to 
support his denomination’s open-air quarterly meetings, 
because of other appointments they had to meet. While 
the rivals of Methodism remained away from encamp- 
ments on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, continued Burke, 

on Monday we generally saw some of their ministers in the 
congregation, but having our plans filled up for that day we 
consequently paid no attention to them; for we were fully satisfied 
that &ey only wanted the Methodists to shake the bush, and 
they wo^d catch the birds. My advice to our official members in 
quarterly meetings was, to quietly withdraw from their meetings, 
and mind our own business. They did so.^® 

Actually, the co-operative arrangement did last several 
years longer, although the union grew weaker and weaker, 




A VISITING 

Frenchman’s impression of an early American camp meeting. 
From Etats-Unis d’Ameriques, by Jean Baptiste Gaspard Roux 
de Rochelle, Paris, 1837. 
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terminating in the last year of the Great Revival, 1804. 

Attracted by the forest revival’s novelty, families of 
every Protestant faith mingled at these Great Revival 
encampments. Reports of the frenzied services had caused 
some to think the world was coming to an end; others 
anticipated a dreadful calamity about to befall the young 
country as a judgment of God on an impious people; stiU 
others saw meetings as “the work of the devil who had 
been unchained for a season ... to deceive the ministers of 
religion and the very elect themselves.”^'^ The byways were 
alive with settlers, and the numbers in attendance were 
almost unbelievable. It seemed as if the entire population 
were hittmg the camp meeting trail. Writmg in the 1840’s, 
Presbyterian Robert Davidson reflected upon the revival’s 
lure: 

The laborer quitted his task; Age snatched his crutch; Youth 
forgot his pastime; the plow was left in the furrow; the deer 
enjoyed a respite upon the mountains; business of all kinds was 
suspended; dwelling houses were deserted; whole neighborhoods 
were emptied; bold hunters and sober matrons, yoimg women and 
maidens, and little children, flocked to the common center of 
attraction; every difficulty was surmounted, every risk ventured 
to be present at the camp-meeting.^* 

Participants in the 1800 and 1801 Kentucky and 
Tennessee camp meetings have insisted that the crowds 
numbered from three to twenty thousand at various times, 
according to the density of population in the neighbor- 
ing territory. Although seemingly fantastic, these figures 
are borne out by more than one account. “Many thou- 
sands” met at Desha’s Creek in August, 1800, to fall “Uke 
com before a storm of wind.” At the Cabin Creek Union 
Meeting in May, 1801, twenty thousand worshipers con- 
gregated; Point Pleasant had four thousand in attendance; 
and Indian Creek had ten thousand.^* 



52 


THE FRONTIER CAMP MEETING 


Perhaps equally significant was the great number of 
frontier preachers who turned their siege guns on the 
campers. Peter Cartwright said the number of church- 
men of different denominations who joined forces at any 
one of these woodland Bethels in Kentucky, Tennessee, 
and the Carolinas might reach “ten, twenty, and some- 
times thirty.” They preached, harangued, exhorted, and 
prayed “night and day, four or five days together,” and 
often for a week or more.^® 

The immensity of the throng impressed a newcomer to 
a Cumberland Revival camp meeting — a “scene of con- 
fusion that could scarce be put into human language.” 
There were not enough ministers present to keep the 
crowds seated or attentive; spectators walked about talk- 
ing, laughing, smoking, and gesticulating during the serv- 
ices. Free of the restraint of a formal meetinghouse, the 
people indulged in complete emotional freedom and fre- 
quently reverted to herd behavior. K a particular sermon 
or song excited them, they cried, shouted, groaned, or 
repeated the spoken phrases over and over again in 
increasing tempo. 

There would be an rmusual outcry; some bursting forth into loud 
ejaculations of prayer, or thanksgiving, for the truth; . . . others 
flying to their careless friends, with tears of compassion; beseech- 
ing them to turn to the Lord; some struck with terror, and hasten- 
ing through the crowd to make their escape, or pulling away their 
relations; others . . . fainting and swooning away.®^ 

Preachers often found it impossible to maintain order 
when they themselves were physically exhausted from 
straining their voices so that thousands could hear them. 
At communion services their labors were intensified. 
The Reverend John Lyle, a Presbyterian, thought he was 
going to faint or die from the exertion of delivering the 
“action” sermon to about eight thousand at a Paint Creek 
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meeting in 1801 , “yet notwithstanding spoke above an 
hour.”*^ 

Competing with the preacher most of the day were 
the typical background noises — outbursts from the 
audience, sermons being delivered from other stands, and 
the offerings of praying and singing circles and groups. 
Largely unplanned, the service routine was most often 
spontaneous. At two separate stands, said one itinerant, 

we had preaching alternately through the day Each public 

service was followed by a prayer meeting which was not to be 
broken off to make way for preaching, but the trumpet was 
sounded at the other stand, whither all who wished to hear preach- 
ing were wont to repair-^® 

The Reverend John Lyle reported that ten, twenty, and 
sometimes the majority of people under conviction offered 
up individual prayers simultaneously. Since this was a 
social as well as a religious occasion, whiskey had to be 
available to ease the parched throats of the participants. 
The “dissolute and irreligious were frequently more num- 
erous than the serious minded,” and to cater to their 
tastes, barrels of whiskey were hidden in the bushes to be 
retailed by the cupful later. Preacher Richard McNemar 
commented on the dregs of frontier society that took this 
opportunity to heckle and carouse. Even harsher judg- 
ment was expressed by Methodist historian Nathan 
Bangs: 

It is admitted that in such vast multitudes, assembled in the open 
air, under circumstances of such peculiar excitement, and many 
of them not well instructed in science or morals, there must have 
been some disorder, some mingling of human passions not sanctified 
by grace, and some words and gesticidations not in accordance 
with strict religious decorum. Every action, therefore, and every- 
thing which was said and done [at these camp meetings], I am 
by no means careful to defend or pledged to justify.^'* 
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Immoral practices were frequent enough at these 
encampments to be commented upon by the camp leaders. 
Such immorality is not surprising when the mixed charac- 
ter of the pioneer audiences is taken into account. Cer- 
tainly, the precedent-shattering size of the crowds and 
the emotional hysteria of the services did nothing to 
weaken such tendencies. Preacher Lyle, a sharp critic of 
the revival, stated that acts of immorality took place on 
the grounds under cover of darkness, or in the neighbor- 
ing forest. He candidly told the facts of the situation con- 
cerning his own congregation. Some of the women who 
were the most persistent victims of the “falling exercise” 
were the ones prone to forget the edict of virtue. Thus 
“Becca Bell, who often fell, is now big with child to a 
wicked trifling school master of the name of Brown who 
says he’ll be damned to hell if he ever marries her.” 
Several other of Lyle’s female parishioners “got careless,” 
including “Polly Moflfitt who was with child to Petty and 
died miserably in child bed.” A preventive measure of 
indeterminate value was the “night watch” set up at the 
Sugar Ridge, Kentucky, camp meeting of August, 1802. 
This consisted of two men who patrolled the grounds 
and checked the meetinghouse to prevent any irregu- 
larities-“ 

Often setting the pattern of emotionalism was the camp 
preacher, himself overcome by the excitement and by his 
own success as a soul-saver. William McGee “would some- 
times exhort after the sermons, standing on the floor, or 
sitting, or lying in the dust, his eyes streaming, and his 
heart so full that he could only ejaculate ‘Jesus, Jesus.’ ” 
A Methodist minister claimed that Presbyterian leaders, 
not being accustomed to such noise and shouting, were 
particularly susceptible when they yielded to their emo- 
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tions, and “went into great excess, and downright wild- 
ness.” When preaching had ended, the service was fre- 
quently carried on by the audience — men, women, and 
even little children — who exhorted one another, prayed, 
wept, and even preached. One tale is told of a seven-year- 
old child who “sat on the shoulders of a man and 
preached til she sank exhausted on the bearer’s head.”®* 
There was scarcely a moment when activity was not going 
on, whether staged by the minister or by his congrega- 
tion. “When the shout of the King was in the camp” eve- 
ning worship frequently extended until dawn. Old men 
who knew they could not spend the night awake brought 
“great coats” to keep themselves warm and took short 
naps on the ground with the sleeping children under the 
shelter of the trees while the worship surged around them. 

The doctrines advanced during the Great Revival con- 
sisted of the preaching of universal redemption, free and 
full salvation, justification by faith, regeneration by the 
Holy Ghost, and the joy of a living religion. Often, the 
method used to convey this message created bedlam. A 
settler of sin-soaked habits was overwhelmed by electri- 
fying tirades. The celebrated Presbyterian revivalist, 
James McGready, deliberately used strong language in 
classifying the erring members present. Blasphemers 
would be dragged by the fiends of Hell into the “liquid, 
boiling waves” only to fall to the “deepest cavern in the 
flaming abyss.”^'^ With the shrieks and yells encompassing 
him, the listener could well believe Judgment Day was 
upon him at that very moment, and that he himself, 
found lacking, was at the mouth of HeU. Such frightening 
preaching amidst eerie surroundings mowed the weary 
and overwrought sinners down in sheaves. 

Less violent methods were also effectively used to bring 
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about conversion. Songs such as “Hark My Friend That 
Solemn Toll” and “Pray Cast a Look Upon That Bier” 
reminded the sinners sadly of the universal end of man. 
The refrain of one song by John A. Granade, a contempo- 
rary camp meeting song writer, was aimed directly at the 
wavering: 

Think on what the Saviour bore. 

In the gloomy garden. 

Sweating blood at every pore 
To procure thy pardon; 

See him stretch’d upon the wood. 

Bleeding, grieving, crying, 

Suff’ring aU the wrath of God, 

Groaning, gasping, dying! 

’Tis done! the dreadful debt is paid. 

The great atonement now is made; 

Sinners on me your guilt is laid. 

For you I spilt my blood.^s 

The first response of the crowds to the novel encamp- 
ment conditions and the high-tension services was impro- 
vised and diverse. Later, these first responses tended to 
become stereotyped and to be repeated in every meeting. 
Most of the disorder and at least a part of the physical 
excitement came under leader control as the camp meet- 
ing developed. These first camp meetings were tumultuous 
almost beyond comprehension, and the effect upon the 
participants was in proportion. It was almost impossible 
for the worshipers not to feel that something great and 
extraordinary — that is, the active participation of the 
Lord — was going on. 

The record of “acrobatic Christianity” at the Kentucky 
and Tennessee revivals is the more understandable when 
viewed against the backdrop of the awe-inspiring evening 
worship, where candlelight and campfires lit die shadowy 
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scene, and where impassioned exhortations, prayers, and 
spirituals contributed to the extreme excitement of the 
“awakened sinners.” From this high-voltage atmosphere 
burst forth many strange things. Five hundred or more 
would shout aloud “the high praises of God at once,” and 
the “cries of the distressed . . . the rejoicing of those that 
were delivered from their sins of bondage” would rend 
the air. Women, particularly, would be affected. Some in 
the “transport of their feelings” hugged and kissed every- 
one in their vicinity.^® As Methodist leader John McGee 
described the “Ridge” meeting of August, 1800: 

The nights were truly awful; the camp ground was weU illuminated; 
the people were differently exercised all over the ground, some 
exhorting, some shouting, some praying, and some crying for 
mercy, while others lay as dead men on &e groxmd.®® 

Terror, distress, and despair seemed to overcome some 
congregations. Saints and sinners, young and old, white 
and Negro would, “with a piercing scream, fall like a log 
on the floor, earth, or mud, and appear as dead.” 

Along with the shouting, the “falling exercise” was the 
most common of all forms of bodily excitement. Accord- 
ing to one participant, the “falling down of multitudes, 
and their crying out . . . happened under the singing of 
Watts’s Psalms and Hymns, more frequently than under 
the preaching of the word.”®^ When six or more hymns 
were sung simultaneously by different groups at a Provi- 
dence, Kentucky, revival in 1801, there were accompany- 
ing violent motions of the body. Women in their frantic 
agitations sometimes “unconsciously tore open their 
bosoms and assumed indelicate attitudes.” Those falling 
would be affected in varying degrees: 

Sometimes, when imable to stand or sit, they have the \ise of 
their hands, anti can converse with perfect composure. In other 
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cases, they are unable to speak, the pulse becomes weak, and 
they ^aw a difficult breath about once a minute; in some instances 
their extremities become cold, and pulsation, breathing and all the 
signs of life, forsake them for nearly an hour. Persons who have 
been in this situation have uniformly avowed, that they felt 
no bodily pain; that they had the entire use of their reason and 
reflection, and when recovered, they could relate everything that 
had been said or done near them.®^ 

When the “fallers” had recovered, they often arose 
shouting, “Praise God!” Soon those saved broke forth in a 
volley of exhortation. Some had seen visions, heard un- 
speakable words, smelled fragrant odors, and had “a de- 
lightful singing in the breast.” The Reverend George Bax- 
ter reported that the first persons who lost consciousness at 
the Cane Ridge revival were a source of amazement for 
some of the Presbyterians in the audience, but after a 
little time “the falling down became so familiar as to 
excite no disturbance.” In the summer of 1801, a Fleming 
Creek encampment had one hundred fallers, a Point 
Pleasant camp meeting two hundred and fifty, and at 
Indian Creek eight hundred persons were reported struck 
down.®® When the falling reached such alarming pro- 
portions, to prevent those stricken from “being trodden 
under foot by the multitude, they were collected together 
and laid out in order, on two squares of the meeting house, 
til a considerable part of the floor was covered.”®* 

Some were struck down at the camp meeting after 
exhibiting symptoms of “deepest impressions” and the 
shedding of tears; others fell on thek way home, or while 
working in the fields. The Reverend John Lyle was more 
concerned about the aftereffects of these manifestations. 
He feared they would become habitual: “The oftener they 
fall they will more easily fall again, and will become at 
length the sport of lesser passions.” A case in point was 
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Henry McDanal’s wife, who had “swooned away” for two 
successive days at an 1801 encampment, “and since she 
came home has fallen again and again and stiU feels guilt 
and misery.” Lyle’s application of a “vial of hartshorn” 
to the fallen was without success in any case. The lancet 
was equally ineffective, although used to such an extent 
that according to one excited camper, the Gasper River 
meeting place “was crowded with bleeding bodies like 
a battlefield.”®® 

In many cases toughs and scoffers fell at the services 
“as suddenly as if struck by lightening,” sometimes at the 
very moment when they were cursing the revival. One 
unbeliever tried to prove that the faUers were sha mmin g, 
and so prodded them with a nail on a stick, but to no 
avail. He had boasted that he would not fall, and so 
got liquored up, thinking that would pacify his feelings. 
In a short time, however, he too was struck down, and 
when able to speak “acknowledged himself a great sinner, 
and hoped for pardon through Christ.”®® 

If the seizure was not so sudden, different manifesta- 
tions might occur before exhaustion set in. Numerous 
leaders of the Kentucky Revival, including Stone, Baxter, 
Finley, McNemar, and Lyle, have described versions of 
nervous affection, in addition to falling — ^jerking, roll- 
ing, dancing, running, singing, laughing, and barking. 
The “jerking exercise” seemed to be the most common 
reaction to the stimulus offered at the Kentucky and Ten- 
nessee meetings, and the one that spread most rapidly 
through a congregation. Even preachers were not immun e. 
The Reverend Samuel Doak insisted he was occasionally 
the subject of that bodily exercise for more than twenty 
years. The jerks varied in some degree from person to 
person: 
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Sometimes the subject of the jerks would be affected in some 
one member of the body, and sometimes in the whole system. 
When the head alone was affected, it would be jerked backward 
and forward, or from side to side, so quickly that the features of 
the face could not be distinguished. W^en the whole system was 
affected, I have seen the person stand in one place, and jerk back- 
ward and forward in quick succession, their heads nearly touching 

the floor behind and after I have inquired of those thus 

affected. They could not account for it; but some have told me 
that those were among the happiest seasons of their hves. I have 
seen some wicked persons thus affected, and all the time cursing 
the jerks, while they were thrown to the earth with a violence. 
Though so awful to behold, I do not remember that any of the 
thousands I have seen ever sustained an injury in body. This was 
as strange as the exercise itself.®'^ 

Peter Cartwright recollected that he had seen more than 
five hundred persons jerking at one time at Great Revival 
encampments. It would excite his “risibilities” to see the 
ornately dressed gentlemen’s and young ladies’ “fine bon- 
nets, caps, and combs fly; and so sudden would be the jerk- 
ing of the head that their long loose hair would crack al- 
most as loud as a wagoner’s whip.” If one eccentric re- 
porter is to be believed, some camp leaders in anticipation 
of this exercise cut saplings breast high to support the 
jerkers, who “kicked up the earth as a horse stamping 
flies.”“ 

Then there was the “rolling exercise.” Starting with a 
violent jerk that threw the person down, it doubled him up 
and rolled him over and over like a wheel or ball. Accord- 
ing to a Great Revival minister, “this was considered very 
debasing and mortifying, especially if the person was 
taken in this manner through the mud and sullied there- 
with from head to foot.”®® 

More socially acceptable was the “dancing exercise.” 
This movement began with the jerking of the legs and feet, 
and proceeded to assume the characteristics of a dance, as 
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the person affected “continued to move forward and back- 
ward in the same track or alley til nature seemed ex- 
hausted.” Spectators seemed to think this was “heavenly.” 
Some insisted that “there was nothing in it like levity, nor 
calculated to excite levity in beholders.” 

The “running exercise” was merely an attempt to escape 
the nervous affections. If any person tried to resist, the 
jerks would become more severe. One rowdy, feeling the 
jerks coming on, tried to escape to the bordering woods 
and fortify himself with some liquor, but the bottle was 
knocked from his hands and broken on a seedling. At this 
he became so enraged that he cursed and raved, but “at 
length he fetched a very violent jerk, snapped his neck, 
and soon expired, with hds mouth full of cursing and bitter- 
ness.” This fatahty is the only one on record attributed to 
the jerks. 

To preacher Stone the most unaccoimtable phenom- 
enon was the “singing exercise.” The subject, with a 
happy countenance, “would sing most melodiously, not 
from the mouth or nose, but entirely in the breast, the 
sounds issuing thence. ... It was most heavenly. None 
could ever be tired of hearing it.” Equally indescribable 
to Stone was the “laughing exercise.” He stated that it 
happened frequently but only to the devout worshipers. 
Paradoxically, this loud hearty laughter indulged in by 
a few individuals was not infectious, but produced 
solemnity in saints and sinners. Other chroniclers called 
it the “holy laugh,” but referred to it as a form of hysteria 
that gripped audiences most frequently after 1803. 

The “barking exercise” was intimately related to jerk- 
ing. It seemed that the disorder passed from the nerves 
and muscles to the mind. Men fancied themselves dogs, 
“went down on all fours and barked til they grew hoarse. 
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It was reportedly no uncommon sight to behold numbers 
of them gathered about a tree, barking, yelping, ‘treeing 
the devil.’ Preacher Stone discounted this dog delusion, 
preferring to believe that the grunts or barks resulted from 
the suddenness of the jerks. The name of the exercise ap- 
parently originated when an old Presbyterian clergyman 
in eastern Tennessee got the jerks and grasped a tree for 
support. Some punster who found him in that position re- 
ported he had found the minister barking up a tree. 

The most fabulous of all Great Revival camp meetings, 
the one which seemed to incorporate and enlarge upon 
every excess of the previous revivals, was Cane Ridge. A 
“General Camp Meeting,” the Cane Ridge sacramental 
services were staged some seven miles from Paris in Bour- 
bon County, Kentucky. This camp meeting began on 
August 6, 1801, and continued for six long days. From 
Friday to Wednesday the frenzied worship continued 
night and day without intermission “either in public or 
private exercise of devotion.” Even heavy showers failed 
to scatter the audience." Although it was held under joint 
sponsorship, Cane Ridge seems to have been largely the 
work of the Presbyterian Reverend Barton W. Stone, a 
fanner-preacher. Another churchman of the same faith 
reported that he attended along with “eighteen Presby- 
terian ministers, and Baptist and Methodist preachers,” 
although he could not recall the exact number of the latter 
two groups." 

Cane Ridge is important not only as a turning point in 
the history of the camp meeting, but as a phenomenon of 
the Second Great Awakening. In many ways atypical, it 
has been the model many critics have used to create their 
lurid pictures of the outdoor revival. Cane Ridge was, in 
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all probability, the most disorderly, the most hysterical, 
and the largest revival ever held in early-day America. 

Attendance estimates of Cane Ridge range from ten to 
twenty-five thousand, with most authorities placing the 
number somewhere between the two figures. Eager par- 
ticipants had boasted that “many had come from Ohio” — 
probably from the Miami River Valley.^® While every 
shade of religious opinion was represented, there were 
many visitors whose religious convictions were nebulous. 
Tumult and disorder were inevitable when a hetero- 
geneous group of such large proportions assembled, espe- 
cially since the occasions for social companionship were 
so rare on the frontier. 

If there is no agreement among participants as to the 
exact number that attended Cane Ridge, neither is there 
unity of opinion as to its place in history. Peter Cartwright 
insisted that Cane Ridge marked “the first camp-meeting 
ever held in the United States, and here our camp-meetings 
took their rise.” The “Kentucky Boy” was not alone in 
this opinion. Confusing the issue was WiUiam Burke, 
Methodist participant at Cane Ridge. He insisted that 
this sacramental occasion was no camp meeting at aU. 
While it was true that there were carriages and wagons 
on the grounds, “not a single tent was to be found, neither 
was any such thing as a camp meeting, heard of at that 
time.” Burke himself had the only true tent, one he made 
on the spot out of poles and papaw bushes.^* 

The Cane Ridge services, if they can be dignified by 
that name, almost defy description. A visitor to the Sun- 
day sessions reported four different groups meeting 
simultaneously at various crude speaker’s stands about 
a hundred yards apart. One of the rostrums contained a 
colored exhorter addressing his race.^® Another contem- 
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porary described the continuous preaching and exhorting. 
The attractions that caught his eye were the many “small 
[prayer] circles of ten or twelve,” close together where “all 
engaged in singing Watts’s and Hart’s hymns.” At the 
same time a minister would step upon a stump or a log, 
and would attract as many as could collect around him. 
William Burke’s technique is a case in point. He mounted 
a log and 

commenced reading a hymn with an audible voice, and by the 
time we concluded singing and praying we had around us, stand- 
ing on their feet, by fair calculation ten thousand people. I gave 
out my text in the following words: “For we must all stand 
before the judgment seat of Christ,” and before I concluded my 
voice was not to be heard for the groans of the distressed and 
the shouts of triumph. . . . Here I remained Sunday night, and 
Monday and Monday night; and during that time there was not 
a single moment’s cessation, but the work went on.^® 

Peter Cartwright said that at times there were more 
than a thousand shouting at once, creating such a volume 
of noise that the sound carried for miles. The overwhelm- 
ing impact of this deafening uproar and contagious bodily 
excitement has been depicted by James B. Finley, who was 
then, according to his own appraisal, somewhat of a free 
thinker in religious matters. 

The noise was like the roar of Niagara. The vast sea of human 
beings seemed to be agitated as if by a storm. I counted seven 
ministers, all preaching at one time, some on stumps, others in 
wagons, and one . . . was standing on a tree which had, in falling, 
lodged against . . . another. Some of the people were singing, 
others praying, some crying for mercy in the most piteous accents, 
while others were shouting most vociferously. While witnessing 
these scenes, a pecuUarly-strange sensation, such as I had never 
felt before, came over me. My heart beat tumultuously, my knees 
trembled, my lip quivered, and I felt as though I must fall to the 
groimd. A strange supernatural power seemed to pervade the 
entire mass of mind there collected. . . . Soon after I left and went 
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into the woods, and there I strove to rally and man up my courage. 

After some time I returned to the scene of excitement, the 
waves of which, if possible, had risen still higher. The same awful- 
ness of feeling came over me. I stepped up on to a log, where I 
could have a better view of the surging sea of humanity. The 
scene that then presented itself to my mind was indescribable. 
At one time I saw at least five hundred swept down in a moment, 
as if a battery of a thousand guns had been opened upon them, 
and then immediately followed shrieks and shouts that rent the 
very heavens. ... I fled for the woods a second time, and wished 
I had staid at home.*'^ 

Probably the most intense excitement at Cane Ridge 
was experienced when the Sunday sacrament was served 
to some eight hundred to eleven hundred Presbyterian 
communicants and an mdeterminate number of Metho- 
dists. Then the delivery of the impassioned sermons and 
exhortations prior to the sacrament resulted in some 
breath-taking spectacles. One preacher commented on 
the “one hundred persons of aU classes, the learned and 
the unlearned, at once on the ground crying for mercy of 
all ages from eight to sixty years”; another reported that 
“undue excitement of animal feeling” resulted in at least 
one thousand persons’ being swept into the falling exercise. 
The old campaigner, James Crawford, perhaps the 
“most reliable” of the Presbyterian frontier preachers, 
conscientiously counted the fallers and gave the higher 
figure of three thousand.^® A regular system of caring for 
the afflicted was in force. When a person was struck down 
he was carried out of the congregation, and then some 
minis ter or exhorter prayed with him against the back- 
ground of a hymn “suitable to the occasion.” 

At this largest of all encampments the greatest number 
of sexual irregularities occurred. After the Saturday even- 
ing worship, for instance, six men were found l5dng under 
a preaching stand with a woman of easy virtue. The fol- 
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lowing evening a couple were caught in the act of adultery. 
Janies B. Finley, present at Cane Ridge, observed that 
while the religious services were going on, “all manner of 
wickedness was going on without.” “Men,” he continued, 
“furious with the effects of the maddening bowl would 
outrage all decency by their conduct.”^® Camp sponsors 
declared that such carnal actions of “unclean persons” 
were deliberately aimed at bringing the religious revival 
into disrepute. Thus they discussed plans for supervision 
— ^having the stands watched and placing elders in the 
meetinghouse to make certain of the separation of the 
sexes in the sleeping arrangements. 

There is no means of weighing the seriousness of the 
impression that Cane Ridge made upon the hearts and 
nervous systems of its thousands of participants. Certainly 
thousands were deeply moved. The number of those who 
professed conversion was estimated somewhere between 
one thousand and two thousand. The healing touch of 
revivalism was apparent on every hand. Among the happy 
converts were many men destined to be vigorous cham- 
pions of the Christian life. James B. Finley, the celebrated 
circuit rider, dated his conversion from his troubled state 
of mind while a Cane Ridge visitor. 

But what of the Kentucky Revival as a whole? Whether 
the majority of the conversions were lasting is problemati- 
cal. Yet one contemporary historian, evaluating the move- 
ment in 1809, wrote: 

The effects of these camp meetings were of a mixed nature. They 
were doubtless attended for improper purposes by a few licentious 
persons and by others with a view of obtaining a handle to ridicule 

all religion The free intercourse of aH ages and sexes under 

cover of night and the woods was not without its temptations. It 
is also to be feared that they gave rise to false notions of religion 
by laying too much stress on bodily exercises, and substituting 
tihem in the place of moral virtues or inward piety. These are too 
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often considered as evidences of a change of heart and ajffections, 
though they neither proved or disproved anything of the kind. 
After every deduction is made of Aese several accounts, it must 
be acknowledged that the good resulting from the camp meeting 
greatly preponderated over the evil. They roused that indifference 
to the future destiny of man which is too common, and gave rise 
to much serious thoughtfullness on subjects confessedly of the 
most interesting nature.®® 

Visible proof of the effectiveness of Great Revival camp 
meetings is offered also by the tremendous growth in 
church membership of those churches which used them. In 
Kentucky alone, between 1800 and 1803, the Baptists 
gained ten thousand members, and the Methodists about 
an equal number. The Presbyterians also added large 
numbers to their congregations during these years, al- 
though later evangelical schisms were responsible for the 
Presbyterian church’s losing ground in the West. During 
the period in question the Methodists enjoyed an average 
increase of two thousand members a year, which neces- 
sitated a rapid division and redivision in church territories, 
districts, and circuits.®^ 

The 1801 Bourbon County meeting at Cane Ridge not 
only helped multiply church membership, but also gave a 
powerful impetus to the revival itself. Richard McNemar 
declared that “the work breaking out in North Carolina 
resulted from people who had been to Cane Ridge.”®^ As 
the movement continued, the charting of its progress be- 
came increasingly difficult, as it spread out in ever widen- 
ing circles. A concurrent revival in the East, although 
mainly restricted to indoor “protracted meetings,” made it 
appear that the “heavenly fire” from Kentucky had spread 
in almost every direction. 

By the year 1 803 the religious excitement had caught on 
in the Western Reserve District of Ohio, had spread back 
into western Georgia, North Carolina, and thence to South 
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Carolina, and was strong in other parts of the East. An 
ardent advocate of the camp meeting, the Reverend Henry 
Smith, staged one in Virginia while serving on the Win- 
chester Circuit in 1803 — ^this at a time when his consti- 
tuents insisted: “It may do in the West, but it won’t do 
here.”®* From Virginia the outdoor revival spread through 
neighboring Maryland, Delaware, Pennsylvania, and New 
York, and fanned out into Massachusetts, Connecticut, 
Vermont, and New Hampshire. The camp meeting even 
caught on in certain sections of Canada.®^ When settlers 
moved forward into the Mississippi Territory the open-air 
revival soon followed. In a short while evangelical Chris- 
tianity blanketed the entire nation and found in the camp 
meeting its favorite method. 



4 

Camp Meetings Gain New Sponsors 


The people among whom the revival 
began, were generally Calvinists; and 
although they had been long praying in 
words, for the outpouring of the Spirit; 
and believed that God had *jore- 
ordained whatsoever comes to pass*'; 
yet when it came to pass that their 
prayers were answered . . . they rose 
up and quarreled with the work, be- 
cause it did not come to pass that the 
subjects of it were willing to adopt 
their soul-stupefying creeds 

— Richard McNemar, 1807 


A 

JLjk, GREAT DIVIDE 
in camp meeting history was reached when the tumult of 
Cane Ridge had died down. That revival, with its “mus- 
cular Christianity,” its disorder and confusion, helped 
fortify the convictions of the more conservative church- 
men that camp meetings were a burlesque of religion. 
Antirevival and prorevival sentiment soon divided western 
Presbyterianism into two feuding groups. The camp meet- 
ing, begun on the promising note of interdenominational 
co-operation, was now a cause of church discord. 

One Presbyterian faction in the West, of an orthodox 
temper, disliked the forest revival’s unbridled emotional- 
ism and condemned its infringement on the Calvinistic 
creed. Most important, they wanted the new technique 
discarded because they were unable to control it.® It was 
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soon obvious that this was the majority view of the western 
Presbyterians, a position in which they were supported by 
their eastern brethren. Congregationalists and Presby- 
terians, working together in the West under the Plan of 
Union of 1801, would sanction only “rational” revivalism 
in which there was “very little commotion of animal feel- 
ings.” Such a definition obviously ruled out the young 
camp meeting. By 1805, the open-air revival had become 
mainly a Methodist institution discarded by its Presby- 
terian originators except for certain left-wing elements. 

Yet the Presbyterian camp meeting picture is not crystal 
clear. One hears, for example, of a flurry of encampments 
staged by individual Presbyterian churches in collabora- 
tion with the Methodists m Illinois and Tennessee as late 
as the 1830’s. This intermittent resurgence of revivals was 
great enough in 1 832 to cause a physician-member of that 
church, Dr. Samuel Miller, to lament “that the use of 
camp meetings should be resumed in our body.” He was 
particularly concerned about irregularities and immoral 
practices that he was sure were unavoidable “on the skirts 
and sometimes in the interior of such camps.”® 

While the reappearance of the camp meeting was per- 
turbing Dr. Miller, four-day sacramental services, which 
in many ways resembled the earlier Presbyterian camp 
meeting, alarmed conservatives of the Erie Presbytery. 
These “four days’ meetings,” with their self-styled evange- 
list leaders and “Anxious Seats,” caught on rapidly among 
the churchfolk of northwestern Pennsylvania and north- 
eastern Ohio in 1831. Soon the fiery preaching of the 
traveling “revival men” aroused strong opposition. The 
revival flame again flickered out. The camp meeting, al- 
though discarded as Presbyterian practice, continued to 
make its influence felt in one form or another. 
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The revival faction of the Presbyterians which stub- 
bornly clung to the new technique of mass conversion 
included many ministers and exhorters of little or no edu- 
cation. In their preaching they denied the aristocratic 
tenets of Calvinism, with its doctrines of predestination 
and election. Instead they emphasized an equalitarian 
theology which incidentally was the Methodist doctrme of 
grace. To be free to pursue such departures from estab- 
lished practice, these left-wing leaders broke away from 
the parent organization. Camp meeting revivalism, as a 
consequence, produced three schisms in western Presby- 
terianism. These schisms eventually resulted in the forma- 
tion of the “Christian” church, also known as the “Stonite” 
or “New Light Presbyterian” church, the begmnings of 
Shakerism in the West, and the appearance of the “Cum- 
berland Presbyterian” church. The first occurred in 
northern Kentucky and southwestern Ohio (1803-4), 
the second in southwestern Ohio as a result of the defec- 
tion of several Stonite leaders to the Shaker faith ( 1 805 ) , 
and the third developed in southern Kentucky and north- 
central Tennessee (1803-6).^ 

Fifteen independent “Stonite” societies were function- 
ing in Kentucky and southwestern Ohio by 1804. These 
little churches had renounced the Westminster Confes- 
sion of Faith and the Presbyterian polity, taking the New 
Testament for thek authority in both doctrine and prac- 
tice. One harsh critic insisted that there was no set stand- 
ard of doctrine in “this trash heap,” each person being told 
“to take the New Testament, read it and abide by his own 
construction of it.”® The camp meeting device seemed to 
fit in admkably with this nonorthodox approach to reli- 
gion. The final rupture from orthodox Presbyterianism 
came in 1804, when every one of the revival-minded 
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churches in the Ohio settlements, with but two exceptions, 
joined the “New Lights.” 

For the previous three years camp meetings had been 
staged north of the Ohio River. These New Light encamp- 
ments were marked by the same rampant enthusiasm and 
animal excitement that characterized those in Kentucky — 
a condition that is understandable, since they were off- 
shoots of that same movement. The first camp meeting on 
record in the Ohio Territory was the one conducted at 
Eagle Creek in present-day Adams County beginning on 
June 5, 1801.® Visitors from neighboring states had re- 
turned home from Kentucky campgrounds to hold en- 
campment after encampment; Barton W. Stone, Richard 
McNemar, Robert Marshall, and John Thompson were 
the guiding lights. The services were anything but calm, 
if McNemar’s report is representative: 

The custom of giving the right hand of fellowship was introduced, 
and the name of “brother” and “sister” applied to church mem- 
bers. The spirit of the Kentucky revival, especially in camp meet- 
ings was kept aflame. Pra3dng, shouting, jerking, barking or rolling, 
dreaming, prophes3dng, and looking as through a glass at the 
infinite glories of Mount Zion [occurred]. . . . They practiced a 
mode of prayer, which was singular, as the situation in which 
they stood, and the faith by which they were activated. According 
to their proper name of distinction, they stood separate and 
divided, each one for one; and in this capacity, they offered up 
each their own separate cries to God, in one imited harmony of 
sound; by which the doubtful might be directed, sometimes to 
the distance of miles.'^ 

Use of the camp meeting after 1804 by the Stonites re- 
mains imchronicled in detail. Their leader. Barton W. 
Stone, although mentioning forest revivals which took 
place in the various autonomous church organizations 
through the year 1812, described no general camp meet- 
ing plan. After noting a joint encampment with the Separ- 
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ate Baptist’s Annual Association Meeting m Meig’s 
County, Ohio, in that year, he ceased reporting on the 
subject, thus ending even this meager source of infor- 
mation. When Stone led some of his congregations into a 
union with the Campbellites — “Disciples” — in 1832, the 
camp meeting was certainly not in good favor in those 
churches; for Alexander Campbell, their founder, was 
vehemently outspoken about the lack of scriptural authori- 
zation for such affairs.® Yet camp meetings did not dis- 
appear from the practice of other Stonite churches, if we 
can credit the report of one contemporary who described 
“Stonites” and Methodists as responsible for “most” of 
the camp meetings in the Northwest, particularly in In- 
diana, from 1830 to 1850.® 

In the same year that the Stonites oflEiciaUy withdrew 
from the Presbyterian church, the “ministry” of the Shaker 
community located at New Lebanon, New York, some 
twenty-five miles east of Albany, decided to send mission- 
aries to the West. Glowing accounts of Great Revival 
camp meetings in Kentucky, Tennessee, and Ohio appear- 
ing in the religious press of the East had matched the 
prophecy of founder Mother Ann Lee that great opportu- 
nities for the Shaker faith lay there. The Shakers were 
destined to play a brief but disruptive role in camp meet- 
ing history. 

A cardinal tenet was set forth in their formal name, 
“The United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Ap- 
pearing.” The Shakers believed that the inspiring presence 
of Ann Lee constituted the second appearance of Christ. 
Ann Lee, after her unfortunate marriage experience, had 
developed an aversion to sex; celibacy thus became a 
major doctrine of the Shakers. Other tenets that attracted 
support from the lowly were their staunch opposition to 
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war and their belief in the power of direct revelation, a 
power that had been demonstrated to their satisfaction. 
Shakerism had secured a tenuous foothold in America 
when the New Lebanon community was established in 
1774; the church itself was not actually formed until 
after the founder’s death in 1783. By 1805, the year Ben- 
jamin Seth Youngs, Issachar Bates, and John Meacham 
set out on foot to create a new moral order m the western 
country, there were eleven thriviog Shaker communities, 
all situated in the East.^® 

Having started their journey on New Year’s Day, these 
three hardy missionaries reached the scene of religious 
excitement. Bourbon County, Kentucky, some sixty days 
later.“ One of the first encampments visited was a Cane 
Ridge camp meeting led by Barton W. Stone, whose 
earlier encampment had made him famous. There, on 
April 2, 1 805, the representatives received a welcome that 
was lukewarm at best. Thek peculiar doctrines and com- 
munitarian ideals were strongly disapproved. When 
Issachar Bates asked Stone for the right to preach, he was 
refused, although such action was in dkect contradiction 
to the previous policy of allowing all sects to use the 
speaker’s stand. Finally, on a Monday, after the formal 
camp services were at an end. Bates was granted the 
privilege of lecturing.^^ Other Kentucky encampments 
were visited by the “Three Witnesses,” as they were called. 
Almost everywhere they had difficulty in gaining a hearing 
as opposition mounted against thek unorthodox “testi- 
mony.” 

Moving northward to sparsely-populated Ohio the 
next year, the Shaker churchmen contmued to use Stonite 
encampments as sounding boards. Stopping off at the 
Turtle Creek settlement in southwestern Ohio in March, 
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they made it a point to appear at all of Richard Mc- 
Nemar’s camp meetings, gaining converts through their 
preaching. When the camp rostrum was denied them, 
their campaign was carried into the homes of worshipers 
in known “revivalistic” neighborhoods. Among the many 
claims the Shaker spokesmen advanced was that they 
could perform miracles. When challenged, however, by 
Stonite ministers, they refused to demonstrate their 
powers.^* Such tactics aroused the ire of the Stonites, who 
considered their hospitality rudely imposed upon. So in- 
furiated was Barton W. Stone that he denounced the 
Shakers as believers in “an old woman’s fables.” They 
were “wolves in sheep’s clothing [who] have smelt us 
from afar and have come to tear, rend and devour.”^^ 

Not content with luring laymen to the millennial cause, 
the Shaker missionaries reached out to win over a number 
of Stonite ministers. Preacher Malcolm Worley, upon 
becoming a convert, enthusiastically gave the society an 
estate of five thousand acres. This tract formed the basis of 
the main Shaker community west of the Alleghenies — 
Union Village — ^which was founded near Lebanon, Ohio, 
in 1805. Five other Stonite clergymen subsequently suc- 
cumbed.^® Of these, Richard McNemar’s defection on 
April 23, 1805, was the most significant. His congre- 
gation, like many of the others, also transferred their 
allegiance. Thus camp meeting revivalism is inextricably 
involved with the be ginnings of Shakerism on the western 
frontier. 

McNemar waited but five days to hold his first encamp- 
ment under new auspices. The ubiquitous missionaries 
were on hand to assist in the preaching. A group of 
Stonites journeyed from Springfield to the Turtle Creek 
church to show the wayward members their folly and to 
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discredit the preaching there. The invaders soon made the 
campground a lively place. By no stretch of the imagina- 
tion could the meeting be said to have contributed to 
interdenominational love and understanding. Again was 
demonstrated the camp meeting’s ability to promote 
church discord. Issachar Bates, one of the Shaker spokes- 
men, described the hectic scene: 

A great body of blazing hot New Lights with John Thompson . . . 
a preacher at their head determined to break down all before 
them. Thompson moimted the stand and began his preachment 
and undertook to show how much they had been imposed on by 
deceivers. . . . Now these Eastern men had come to tell us that 
Christ had made his second appearance, but they are liars, they 

are liars, they are liars For about half an hour it was one 

steady cry, glory to Jesus, glory to Jesus, glory to Jesus, and almost 

every other noise I was ordered back to the heU from whence 

I came and called all the bad names that they could think of. 
After the noise began to cease I stepped off the log and passed 
through the multitude and as I passed they cried out, see how his 
conscience is seared, as with a hot iron, he does not regard it 
at all.i6 

Although a few other encampments were held by the 
Shakers during 1805, once their new community at Union 
Village was firmly established they saw little need for more 
of them. Yet if these new western followers of “Mother 
Ann” abandoned the institution abruptly, their worship 
practices in Ohio retained vestiges of the camp meeting: 
bodily exercises sometimes broke out in the “Meeting 
House” and summer services were held in a forest grove 
which the Shakers picturesquely named “Jehovah’s Chos- 
en Square.”” 

The Cumberland Presbyterians, a product of the third 
schism in western Presbyterianism, utilized the forest re- 
vival far longer than either of the previously described 
splinter groups. Unfortunately, like the others they have 
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little record of their camp meeting experiences; but the 
fragmentary evidence does reveal in outline a story of 
growth and decline, a story that was to be familiar else- 
where. “Father” Finis Ewing, a man inspired by James 
McGready’s fervid and effectual preaching, set up and 
developed congregations in Kentucky and Tennessee dur- 
ing the years 1810-19, holding encampments “every- 
where.” When the Cumberland Presbyterians carried their 
proselyting campaign northward into the Old Northwest, 
the camp meeting was still proving an effective weapon 
for them. They frequently used the forest revival as an 
opening wedge in a campaign to create a church where 
none existed. As early as 1817 two Cumberland Presby- 
terian ministers appeared in southern Illinois. There, at 
Edwardsville, William Barnett and Green P. Rice staged 
a successful encampment on a Methodist campground. 
A Cumberland Presbyterian congregation came into being 
there as a result.^® 

At other times the establishment of a church preceded 
rather than followed a Cumberland Presbyterian camp 
meeting. This was the case when the first Cumberland 
Presbyterian encampment was held in Pennsylvania close 
by the Washington church in September, 1831.^® The 
illustrious name of James McGready, founder of the camp 
meeting, is to be found high on the rolls of this meeting’s 
sponsors. McGready, although associated with the group 
only a limited time, did noble work. In the fall of 1818 
he had reported camp meeting successes from south- 
western Indiana. At an Evansville encampment he de- 
clared: “I feel this day the same holy fire that filled my 
soul sixteen years ago, during the glorious revival of 
1800.”®“ Other outstanding Cumberland Presbyterian pro- 
ponents of the camp meeting were John Morgan, R. D. 
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Morrow, and John Carnahan, to mention but a very few. 

Late in the second decade of the nineteenth century 
and especially during the third decade, camp meetings 
were at the peak of their popularity within the Cumber- 
land Presbyterian denomination. Then summer encamp- 
ments were a regular feature. Finis Ewing described a 
Lebanon, Tennessee, encampment of June, 1818, as 
“literally a gospel sweeping shower.” Working his way 
through Kentucky the next year, he was equally enthusi- 
astic; “We have had and will have more camp meetings 
this season than any before since we were a Presbytery.”^^ 
The open-air revival continued to be a success in the 
border South. In 1823 Mercer County, Kentucky, alone 
had five camp meetings in August; “powerful” encamp- 
ments were reported from Tennessee, North Carolina, and 
Pennsylvania at the same time.^^ 

By the mid-thirties the camp meeting device began to 
lose prestige among the Cumberland Presbyterians. Even 
camp meeting advocates wrote articles on the necessity of 
more careful management at encampments in order to 
avoid losing support among the parishioners. Friends of 
the revival expressed the hope that it was only a temporary 
setback, but the camp meeting “died a lingering death” 
in the Cumberland Presbyterian denomination during the 
years preceding the Civil War as successive encampments 
yielded proportionately fewer and fewer converts.^® 

Camp meeting revivalism was in part responsible for 
still another schism, this time in the German Reformed 
Church. In 1828 the Reverend John Winebreimer, a 
bilingual pastor of several small churches in western Mary- 
land and eastern Pennsylvania, was excluded from his 
Harrisburg pulpit because of evangelistic activities. Expul- 
sion led not to less evangelism on his part but to more, for 
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he then became a roving gospel preacher. Winebrenner’s 
oratorical talents combined with ardent zeal insured his 
success. In 1830 he founded a new denomination, “The 
General Eldership of the Churches of God in North 
America.” Throughout his traveling ministry in central 
and western Pennsylvania he conducted many revivals, 
often uniting with the Methodists in camp meetings and 
in protracted indoor “prayer meetings.”®* His champion- 
ship of revivalism and his staging of Winebrennerian 
camp meetings, which had already cost him a pastorate, 
continued to cause him to be castigated in print by con- 
servative-minded theologians of the German Reformed 
Church. Too often, they claimed, participants at Wine- 
brenner’s gatherings surrendered themselves to the full 
sway of their emotions. And what was worse, only a 
barren crop of spurious conversions was harvested!®® 
Other religious groups took to the woods upon occa- 
sion. Followers of William Miller, the millennial prophet, 
held frenzied camp meetings in preparation for the fast 
approaching Judgment Day. Miller’s bizarre predictions 
had first scheduled the awesome event for March 21, 
1843. Millerite forest services of that time in the eastern 
and middle states had little in common with the camp 
meetings of the other denominations unless it was in the 
degree of religious enthusiasm and moral earnestness. A 
hymnal published by this Adventist group during its brief 
heyday for use in “Prayer and Camp Meetings” remains 
a reminder of this ephemeral, frenetic movement.®® 

After the close of the Kentucky Revival, the Baptists, 
participants in the “General Camp Meetings,” limited 
their use of the camp meeting technique to the annual 
meetings of the local “Baptist Associations,” made up of 
several adjacent churches joined in voluntary umon. At 
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these Baptist Association sessions the delegates convened 
in the woods for worship and social companionship, re- 
maining together for as long as three days. The gatherings 
with their large crowds and turbulent services closely 
resembled the Methodist camp meeting, for it was a “re- 
viving time” of religion. By the late 1830’s, however, the 
Baptists had perfected the “protracted meeting” device, 
which eventually agam carried the revival indoors. Yet 
individual Baptist churches occasionally held encamp- 
ments, as the Ohio, Indiana, and Mississippi record of the 
1840’s indicates.®'^ 

Camp meetings were carried on by a great number of 
denominations, large and small, in many backwoods 
vales. Their influence was evident in varying degrees in 
an afterglow reaching to the middle forties. The changing 
role that the camp meeting played in the economy of some 
sects in the West has already been delineated. Yet all these 
revival tangents were relatively insignificant when mea- 
sured against Methodist utilization of the forest revival. 
By 1825 the camp meeting was almost exclusively a Meth- 
odist institution. One anonymous contemporary, a vitri- 
olic critic of Asbury’s followers, insisted that they “are 
accountable to the world and to their eternal judge for 
actually furnishing the occasion of [the evils] ... by camp 
meetings.”"® 



5 

The Camp Meeting Matures 


My continual cry to the Presiding 
Elders is order, order, good order. All 
things must be arranged. Temporally 
and Spiritually, like a well disciplined 
army.^ 

— Bishop Francis Asbury, 1805 


A 

XjLt the same 
time that the Presbyterians were discontinuing the camp 
meeting, the Methodists were beginning to take it to their 
hearts as their own. Under their sponsorship it reached its 
harvest time. Actually, however, the outdoor revival was 
never an “official” practice of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church.No church body ever adopted it;no laws were ever 
passed concerning it. There is no mention of this revival 
weapon in the Journal indexes of the general conferences, 
and but few references to it are to be found in the annual 
conference reports between 1800 and 1845. Nor do the 
many editions of the Methodist Discipline contain any 
rules to govern the camp meetings. Circuit riders never 
answered any formal questions concerning it in the quar- 
terly conference.^ 

If further evidence were needed as to the official posi- 
tion of the Methodist church, there are the statements of 
outstanding camp leaders on the subject. Jesse Lee com- 
mented in 1809: 

Indeed these meetings have never been authorized by the Method- 
ists, either at their general or annual conferences. They have been 
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allowed of; but we, as a body of people, have never made any 
rules or regulations about them; we allow them when and where 
they please, and to conduct them in what manner they see fit.® 

Thomas A. Morris, editor of the Western Christian Ad- 
vocate, similarly insisted that encampments were “not a 
part of the regular work prescribed in the rules of the 
church.” Rather, they served as mere supplementary 
features of the Methodist system. He went on to list the 
advantages to the church and its workers of this freedom 
from official control: “Everyone is left free to say or write 
what he thinks on the subject, without being censured for 
inveighing against any rule in our church.”^ The way was 
made clear not only for constructive criticism of camp 
meeting practices but also for individual preachers to 
improvise new revival measures, many spiritually of a 
questionable nature. This freedom of action frequently ran 
over into license when some of the more flamboyant 
leaders attempted to add verve and excitement to achieve 
wholesale conversions. 

The Methodists did not invent the camp meeting tech- 
nique, and they never brought it under the supervision of 
their central legislative machinery. Nevertheless, the 
adopted child received loving care and became an integral 
part of the Methodist system. The American head of the 
church. Bishop Francis Asbury, who had played such an 
active role in the forest revival’s formulative period, re- 
mained one of its staunchest advocates, which perhaps 
accounts for the fact that the open-air revival maintained 
its influence among Methodists long after the other major 
denominations had dropped it. Asbury spoke for himself 
as weU as for his co-workers when he declared, “The 
Methodists are aU for camp-meetings; the Baptists are for 
public baptizings.”® 

How fully Bishop Asbury appreciated flie tremendous 
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popularity of the youthful revival can readily be seen in 
his Journal and letters. Every year his tour on horseback 
took him from the Methodist strongholds in the East in a 
wide circle through the expanding circuits in the West. 
These personal contacts were augmented by letter reports 
from the elders; thus, as principal overseer, he was re- 
markably well informed. The first time Asbury met the 
camp meeting institution was in October, 1800, when he 
and Bishop McKendree preached at the Presbyterian 
Drake’s Creek meeting in Tennessee. But it was not until 
1802 that he called such an occasion by the generic name 
of “camp meeting.” Then he rejoiced that “the South 
Carolina and Georgia camp-meetings have been blessed 
to the souls of hundreds, and have furnished members to 
the Methodists, Presbyterians, and Baptist churches.”® 
Asbury well understood the need for a religious agency 
on the frontier that would carry the Word to great masses 
of people. In 1802 that need was partially met, for he 
said: “I think well of large meetings, camp and quarterly 
meetings. . . . We may hope for great things in the nature 
of things.”'^ He urged the eastern Methodists to foUow the 
western lead, advising them to build campgrounds for 
conference meetings, and to introduce camp meetings 
iQto all the eastern states. The initial efforts were success- 
ful, for the pioneer church leader stated in December, 
1805, that his “northern letters” had brought news of 
many successful encampments in New York, Vermont, 
New Hampshire, and Virginia.® Two years later camp 
meeting enthusiasm was still running high m the East, as 
Asbury confided to the Reverend Elijah Hedding: 

Mark well. I have either seen or heard, directly or indirectly, from 
most of the thirty-five Districts but some official letters are not 
come to hand. But from what I have collected, camp-meetings 
are as common now as Quarter meetings were twenty years back 
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in many Districts, happy hundreds have been converted; in others 
happy thousands. Glory! Glory! Glory! Reputable report says, in 
the East of Maryland, last August, camp-meetings lasted eighteen 
days, 2,500 or 3,000 converted. Oh doubt not, the good news 
you bring wiU come to be general.® 

As far as the Methodists were concerned the real test- 
ing ground for the new technique was in the East, It was 
not until August, 1807, that references to camp meetings 
in the West begin to appear in any number in the pages 
of Asbury’s Journal. In that year and the next, the General 
Superintendent him self spoke at woodland gatherings in 
western Pennsylvania, Ohio, Kentucky, and the eastern 
region. In 1809 he rode the Ohio circuits during the mild 
months of August and September, and observed: 

It appears that the bishops [elders] wiU hold a camp-meeting in 
every district; we are encouraged so to do: great power was 
manifested here, and much good was done. I wiU not say how I 
felt, nor how near heaven.^® 

About the same time the “pioneer bishop” confided to his 
Journal: “I pray God that there may be twenty camp- 
meetings in a week, and wonderful seasons of the Lord in 
every direction.” It must surely have pleased him to receive 
the report from the presiding elders in the Western Con- 
ference that over seventy camp meetings were held that 
summer in their area alone.^^ 

In sponsoring the woodland Bethels, Asbury revealed 
Ms resourcefulness, Ms indifierence to narrow regulations, 
and Ms disregard of orthodox preaching style. But champ- 
ionsMp did not imply categoric acceptance of all the 
ramifications fanatical enthusiasm might bring about. 
WMle on his annual tour in 1809 he wrote to a feUow- 
itinerant: 

Camp-meetings, camp-meetings. Oh Glory! Glory! But I fear a 
backsliding among the professors, and some sudden conversions, 
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not sound or not lasting and many Methodist families have neither 
the form nor power of goodness! Yea, practical religion is pretty 
wanting. I have started for 2000 miles by Cincinnati to Charleston, 
there you will meet me with a letter if you get in a good harvest 
this fall in camp-meetings.^^ 

Asbury’s plans for 1 8 1 0 were focused upon the atta inm ent 
of “600 camp-meetings and thousands converted.” This 
goal was largely realized, for in the year following he 
estimated that four to five hundred meetings were held.^® 
By that year, his fortieth in America, the Methodist so- 
ciety had grown from 500 in 1771 to 86,734 in 1802, 
and 185,000 in 1811,^* His faith in the forest revival was 
still strong, for he could happily announce: 

Great and gracious signs follow our meetings at our atmual confer- 
ences, our quarterly meetings and encampments. Never before did 
I witness such scaffolding for the divine building among us as 
there is at present. . . . The Camp-meetings provide a general 
blessing to both preachers and people. 

At about the same time he wrote to circuit rider Jacob 
Gruber that camp meetings were held in practically 
every state of the Republic.^® Even Asbury’s optimism, 
however, could scarcely have envisioned the six hundred 
or more such meetings held throughout the coimtry in 
1816, the year of his death, and the nearly one thousand 
encampments in 1820.^® 

To Asbury’s guiding genius can be attributed the fact 
that the camp meeting emerged as such an acceptable 
religious weapon, while at the same time preserving much 
of the spirit and fervor of the Cumberland Revival. “The 
outrider” afifaned that with such a method wonders could 
be accomplished. His statement was almost a command: 
“I believe, after we have established the credit of camp- 
meetings and anim ated the citizens, we must storm the 
devil’s strongholds.”^'^ Thus it was that the Methodists 
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consciously strived to erase the stigma that had been 
attached to the revival since the wild excesses in Kentucky 
and Tennessee. Under their management, the camp meet- 
ing experienced its harvest time, when conversions were 
plentiful and when membership m the church was mush- 
rooming. 

The keynote of the Methodist way was planning. 
Nothmg was left to chance, from the scheduling of the 
meetings and their advertisement to the sharing of duties 
among the camp leaders and management of the camp 
services. 

Mother Nature helped the churchmen in establishing 
a camp meeting season; when the weather was mild and 
simny the open-air revival could flourish. Encampments 
were popular across the nation throughout the entire 
warm season of the year; but a meeting planned for the 
free interval after the wheat and hay harvests were in, 
and before corn-cutting time, could be assured of a much 
better attendance. Then, too, if the revivals were held in 
August and September, before the annual reports were 
due on the number of converts gained in each circuit, the 
preacher could undoubtedly present a list of new com- 
municants that would impress his superiors.^® Churchmen 
were also aware that if too many meetings were held in 
any one area the effectiveness of the device would be 
reduced. 

The number of camp meetings staged each year de- 
pended largely upon the itinerant himself, the density of 
population, and the degree of enthusiasm among the 
settlers. Individual preachers co-operated in union-circuit 
meetings, and within a single circuit. By 1806 it became 
a jBxed custom for the last quarterly conference to be 
held as an encampment.’^® This “yearly camp meeting,” at 
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which circuit business was handled, was always attended 
by the presiding elder of the district. Just as popular was 
the annual conference camp meeting, which likewise 
augmented the purely local ones. 

“As was then the almost universal practice in the West,” 
the 1808 Western Conference at Liberty HiU in Tennessee 
was held as a camp meeting.^® The juxtaposition of revival 
time and conference time was a logical arrangement 
offering many tangible advantages. An army of preachers 
was on hand, including the very best speaking talent avail- 
able — ^famous personalities who could attract himdreds 
from miles around. Various church leaders could compare 
notes as to service routines and could pick up new ideas. 
Many a circuit rider left the campground spiritually up- 
lifted, full of zeal to resume his arduous labors for another 
year.^^ 

The annual camp meetings came to be looked upon as 
great social events, and many a family organized their 
farm tasks so that they could make the yearly trek to the 
old campgrounds. But even the “extra occasions in the 
economy of Methodism” were advertised weU in advance 
by their sponsors. News of them reached the settlers sev- 
eral weeks and even more than a month ahead of meeting 
time. In the religious newspapers of the 1820’s announce- 
ments appeared thirty days prior to an encampment date. 
Only rarely were such notices printed in the secular press. 
One such example, the Ohio Delaware Patron’s advertise- 
ment in 1823 of a four days’ camp meeting “to be holden 
on the lands owned by Col. Moses Byxbe,” carried the 
admonition: “Brethren will make preparations for their 
own accommodations on the groimd.”® 

The good word was also spread by the itinerant as he 
went from cabin to cabin on his regular rounds or by 
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correspondence with those he could not visit. Often meet- 
ing notices tacked to trees bordering the road to the 
encampment served to guide the worshipers on their 
way. A camp announcement in Whitewater County, 
Indiana, during 1809 threatened disorderly persons with 
a fine of $3.00 to be imposed by the Justice of the Peace. 
Not appreciating the warning, one pioneer paraphrased it 
into a popular bit of doggerel whose every stanza ended 
with the admonition “three dollars fine!”^® Early notifica- 
tion by one or all of these means was necessary to insure 
a successful meeting, for anticipation increased attend- 
ance. 

Shortly after the end of the Cumberland Revival, ad- 
herents of Methodism in the Midwest began the practice 
of donating land for the use of the campers. As a result, 
encampments soon bore the name of their benefactors, 
such as “Baxter’s Camp Ground” and “Pierce’s Grove” 
in Illinois, “Windell’s Camp Ground” and “Turner’s 
Camp Ground” m Ohio, “Windrow’s Camp Ground” in 
Tennessee, and “Tait’s Chapel Camp Groimd” in Ala- 
bama.®* One donor, a Mr. WincheU, provided the ground 
and most of the pasturage for the transient livestock and 
horses, by turning them into his meadow. He also set up 
a large tent where a great number of visitors were fed 
and lodged.®® When queried whether he did not worry 
about the loss of his pasture grass, the Methodist layman 
replied: “The Lord makes the grass grow as fast as it is 
eaten off.” Not only the faithful, but “respectable world- 
lings” let the campers use their land. In some cases semi- 
permanent installations (preacher’s stands and seats) 
were built on the farmer’s land. In all the more settled 
regions, however, the trend was toward permanent camp 
installations maintained by “Camp Meeting Associa- 
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tions”; many of these lasted for decades after the Civil 
War.^« 

As time passed, the length of the forest revival became 
relatively fixed. Four-day camp meetings, beginning on 
Friday afternoon or evening, taking advantage of the 
Sunday crowds, and continuing until Monday noon, be- 
came the rule.^'^ During the early revival the term “four 
days’ meeting” was synonymous with “camp meeting,” 
and by the 1830’s the phrase “protracted meeting” was 
also used to describe this evangelical device.^® Six-day 
meetings, however, were not uncommon, and in the East 
some encampments were even held for eight or nine days. 
Possibly more camp meetings could have been so ex- 
tended, since the backwoodsmen enjoyed quantity in 
religion; but the saddlebag preachers were often worn out 
from the prolonged camp work, and circuit schedules had 
to be met. 

In keeping with the Methodist system of supervision 
over the outdoor revival, duties were carefully appor- 
tioned among the camp leaders to achieve maximum effec- 
tiveness.®* When the presidmg elder was absent, the senior 
minister assumed the leadership. Work schedules were 
arranged in shifts so that some preachers slept while 
others labored in the pulpit “pouring hot shot into Satan’s 
ranks.”®* Both traveling and “located” preachers were 
assigned speaking hours and places. Service leaders took 
their places on the speaker’s stand, the exhorters were 
strategically located in the audience, and aides to the 
penitent stood waiting at the altar. This division of labor 
was based upon each man’s specialty, for naturally the 
participating ministers were of uneven ability. The camp- 
ers, on their part, could classify the orators by the hour of 
their appearance. There were the “eight o’clocks” and 
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the “eleven ©’clocks.” The former, the early morning lead- 
ers who might also lead the opening service of the camp 
meeting on Friday night, were third-rate platform per- 
formers. The “eleven ©’clocks” were the “intellectual 
Samsons of the occasion.”®^ 

Definite rules of order were adopted by individual re- 
vival leaders in the East as well as the West sometime 
prior to 1809, making orderly proceedings realizable.®® 
While any schedule might be discarded when the “spirit 
ran high,” preventing the carrying out of a set plan, most 
of the camp leaders devised camp codes that outlined the 
order of service, retiring and awakening time, hours of 
eating, and the prescribed rules of personal conduct. 
Little is known of the exact origins of the regulations, 
although Henry Smith claimed credit for devising “the 
first rules I ever saw or heard on a camp ground,” while 
planning an encampment on a Virginia circuit in June, 
1804.®* Smith may rightly be considered the innovator of 
Methodist camp rules, although as early as 1775 a Baptist 
revivalist had drafted a similar set of regulations. John 
Early, Methodist preacher, also presented himself as the 
originator of Virginia Camp Rules in 1813.®^ 

The “Order of Meeting” at a Wilson Coimty, Ten- 
nessee, encampment of five days’ duration in July, 1820, 
is illustrative of the early nineteenth-century service 
pattern: 

Friday 

2 P.M. — Sermon, announcement of the order of meeting, and 
invitation to the altar. 

7 P.M. — Candlelight service and invitation to the altar. 
Saturday 

5 AM. — Prayers preceding breakfast. 

8 A.M. — Sermon, to be followed by another sermon or 

exhortation. 

11 AM.— ” 
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3 P.M. — Sermon, to be followed by another sermon or 
exhortation. 

7 P.M. — Candlelight service. 

Sunday 

5 AM. — Sunrise service. 

8 A.M. — Sermon, to be followed by another sermon or 

exhortation. 

10 A.M. — ” 

11 A.M.— ” 

(no formal afternoon or evening services) 

Monday 

7 A.M. — Baptism and Sacrament of Lord’s Supper 

12 M. — Sermon 

(no formal afternoon or evening services) 

Tuesday 

8 A.M. — Sermon 

12 M. — Meeting ended.*® 

Following Asbury’s counsel “to be wise as serpents” in 
the management of their meetings, energetic camp leaders 
prescribed rules that covered every phase of activity.®® 
Nathan Bangs generalized on these particulars when he 
listed the laws applicable in the 1830’s: 

1. The times of preaching are 10 o’clock, A.M., and 3 and 7 
o’clock, P.M., notice of which is given by the sound of a 
trumpet or horn at the preachers’ stand. 

2. The intermediate time between preaching is occupied in prayer 
meetings, singing, and exhortation. 

3. In time of worship persons me prohibited from walking to and 
fro, talking, smoking, or otherwise disturbing the solemnities 
of the meeting. 

4. All are required, except on the last ni^t of the meeting, to be 
in their tents at 10 o’clock, P.M., and to arise at 5, A.M. 

5. At 6 o’clock, A.M., they are required to take their breakfast, 
before which family prayer is attended in each tent occupied 
by a family. 

6. In time of preaching all are required to attend, except one 
to take care of the tent. 

7. That these rules may be observed, they are published from the 
stand, and a committee appointed to enforce them. 
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8. A watch is generally appointed to superintend the encamp- 
ment at night, to keep order, to see that no stragglers are on 

the ground, and to detect any disorderly conduct.®'^ 

Through the printed and spoken word, camp rules were 
made known to the worshipers. They were announced 
from the speaker’s platform at the initial session, some- 
times circulated in broadsides, or perhaps read by re- 
spected laymen to the campers. Even the illiterates, of 
whom there were many in attendance, could not remain 
ignorant of the regulations. At one Kentucky meeting in 
1806 the preacher posted the laws on trees along the road 
to the encampment.®® That numerous other camp leaders 
followed the same practice is evidenced by the reference 
of one denominational opponent to the Methodists’ “pecu- 
liar love of legislation” which compelled them to convert 
trees into “lettered pillars . . . inscribed with the twelve 
tables of a camp code.”*® 

To preserve the religious impact of the forest revival 
while at the same tune curbing the excesses of emotional- 
ism proved to be a Herculean task, but one not impossible 
of attainment. There was less opportunity for meetings “as 
wild as an autumn storm” when camp rules forbade night- 
long services, and less opportunity for promiscuity when 
women were forbidden to leave the encampment after 
dark. Lamps, torches, and candles illuminated both the 
camp area and tent interiors through the night to prevent 
disorderly conduct; camp guards with distinctive arm- 
bands or “white peeled rods” (as Asbury suggested) 
toured the encampment to make sure that all visitors who 
had not provided tents for themselves were excluded until 
morning.^® As the Prussian traveler Frederick von Raumer 
declared after noting the Methodists’ efforts to eliminate 
the conditions under which licentiousness could flourish. 
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“And who can doubt but that they contend with all their 
strength against the irregularities which creep into these 
meetings, held by night as well as day.”^^ 

All these precautions to insure a truly orderly and re- 
ligious meeting did not prevent historians from speculat- 
ing as to the post-Great Revival’s probable role in con- 
tributing to immorality. In the absence of concrete data, 
the question of the extent of immoral practices remains 
unanswerable. Little or no evidence has been uncovered 
to substantiate the cynic’s canard that “more souls were 
made than saved at a camp meeting.”^^ That is not to say, 
however, that sexual irregularities did not take place at 
later encampments. The woodland gathering was a prod- 
uct of the times. Frontier society was primitive; hard 
liquor, imbibed furtively, inflamed emotions. Crude ex- 
temporaneous sermons and exhortations of backwoods 
orators raised passions to a high pitch. “Wild-fire songs, 
processions, blowing of trumpets . . . and other imitations 
of military operations” made the participants feel that 
they were truly about to enter battle with the unbelievers. 

Even some of the devout could understandably have 
thrown restraint to the winds when they became an 
integral part of such tumultuous crowds. A Methodist 
adherent declared in 1823 that the incidental evils “ought 
not to be attributed to the meetings themselves, but to the 
native wickedness of the human heart, which, pervading 
many individuals now collected together, appears in con- 
centrated force.”^® For surely the dregs of society were 
there. The “profligate people flock to them for the worst 
of aU purposes” and their influence was always felt.^ The 
truth lies somewhere in between the blind insistence of 
the revival’s sponsors that the services had nothing to do 
with the carnal acts that occurred there, that they “have 
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a tendency to inspire a spirit of devotion,” and the equally 
sweeping generalization of later-day writers that the 
emotional hysteria of the camp meeting was chiefly 
responsible for the disorderly practices. 

To John Humphrey Noyes, the nineteenth-century 
eccentric philosopher who tried to reason out the close 
connection between emotional preaching and the break- 
ing of the prevailing moral code, the conclusion was 
apparent that: 

In the conservative theory of Revivals, this power [of God] is 
restricted to the conversion of souls; but in actual experience it 

goes, or tends to go, into all the affairs of life Religious love 

is the very near neighbor to sexual love and they always get 
mixed up in the intimacies and social excitements of Revivals. 
The next thing a man wants, after he has foimd salvation of 
his soul, is to find his Eve and his Paradise. A worldly wise man 
might say that these facts show that Revivals are damnable 
delusions, leading to immorality and dkorganization of society. 
I should say they show that Revivals, because they are divine, 
require for their complement, a divine organization of society.*® 

But for the circuit riders, whose aim was solely to bring 
the wavering sinner into communion with God, and not 
to found a utopian community, the emotionalism engen- 
dered by the camp meeting had to be harnessed. Theh 
own sense of self-restraint proved to be the keynote of the 
effort. Sound psychologists as well as showmen, they often 
curbed excesses by crude jokes, gibes, or anecdotes. Peter 
Cartwright declared: “The Methodist preachers gener- 
ally preached against this extravagant wildness. I did it 
uniformly in my little ministrations, and sometimes gave 
great offense.”^® 

As a result, one of the distinguishing characteristics of 
the woodland gathering’s second phase of development, 
its maturity, was the lessening of bodily excitement. Much 
evidence exists to support the conclusion that physical 



THE CAMP MEETING MATURES 


95 


manifestations of extreme excitement became the un- 
usual at the backwoods revival after 1805. The proof lies 
both in the omission of reference to nervous affections 
and in the concrete statements of the men best qualified 
to know: the circuit riders themselves. Thomas S. Hinde, 
untiring reporter of western Methodism in its earlier 
years, did not make a single mention of “barking, running, 
jumping, or falling” taking place after the Great Revival. 

Time after time reports of camp meetings appeared in 
the “Revival Intelligence” columns of the Western Chris- 
tian Advocate from 1834 to 1844, carrying the same 
refrain: “Good order and solemnity prevailed through- 
out.” Circuit rider William Capers, one of the later 
bishops of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, noted 
in his “Autobiography” the vast difference three years 
of management made in the revival pattern of the Sumter 
District of South Carolina. In the 1802 and 1803 camp 
meetings “strange and unaccountable bodily exercises” 
prevailed, while 

such exercises were scarcely, if at all, present among the same 
people at the camp-meeting of 1806. And yet this camp-meeting 
was not less remarkable ... for the suddenness with which sin- 
ners of every description were awakened.^'^ 

Sixteen years later, a camp meeting near Charleston was 
reported in the Wesleyan Repository as being attended 
by a large crowd “uncommoiily attentive; and they were 
as orderly and decorous, with one or two exceptions, as if 
they had been in church.” In the Frederick Circuit of Vir- 
ginia, the Reverend Enoch George, conscious of the 
revival’s bad reputation, reported late in 1804 that he 
was “encouraged to find, m most places, our jumping is 
changed to tears and prayers, groanings and supplica- 
tions.”^® 
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K the jaundiced view of a Methodist itinerant of fifty 
years’ service is accepted, the “jerks” were the peculiar 
property of the Kentucky and Tennessee settlers, some of 
whom journeyed north of the Ohio River after the Cum- 
berland Revival and carried their strange habits with 
them/® Another veteran camper asserted flatly in 1873 
that these manifestations of nervous affections “disap- 
peared soon after . . . [the camp meeting] came under 
Methodist management or at least lost some of its dis- 
tinctive features.”®® 

The same changes were noted in other parts of the East 
as well. One participant, after attending some four gath- 
erings in Pennsylvania and Maryland in 1823, declared: 

Though I have been in the habit of attending camp-meetings for 
nearly twenty years, I have never seen so little disorder. The oldest 
and most vigilant managers have expressed the same opinion. 
This orderly behaviour has been accompanied, too, with a corres- 
ponding degree of seriousness and attention to the word.®^ 

Fragmentary evidence in the Old Northwest and the Old 
Southwest is also of the same piece. Shaker missionaries 
from New York, no enemies of bodily excitement, while 
visiting southwestern Ohio in 1805 observed that 

in Kentucky and Ohio the exercises have much abated, but in 
the lower parts of Teimessee, particxilarly Bloimt County . . . and 
also in the old Cumberland South of Kentucky . . . they are still 
prevalent, though not so much in the latter as in the former.®^ 

In 1809 Henry Boehm wrote to a comrade in the ministry 
of “more than seventy great camp meetings” occurring 
that year in the Western Conference at which “good order 
and decorum prevailed.” This statement was based upon 
reports received from the presiding elder of each district.®* 
In Tennessee one camp leader of the Nashville District 
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boasted a net gain of 1,305 members for the year 1820, 
adding; 

The character of this revival is the least mixed with what is called 
irregularities or extravagancies [«c] of any that I ever saw. We 
have had nothing of what is called the jirks, or dance among us. 
The work of conviction in the hearts of the sinners has been 
regular, powerful, and deep . . . their rejoicing scriptural and 
rational.®* 

From the pastor’s reports, bodily exercises formed a 
general pattern, with the unmarried women and young 
children most frequently affected. Jerking and falling 
seem to have been largely supplanted after 1805 by the 
more understandable “leaping” and “shouting” activities. 
Bodily exercises of course did occur at the later camp 
meetings, but the infrequency of their appearance under- 
scores the change from the conditions of the Great Re- 
vival. In the relatively settled section of southeastern 
Indiana in 1830 the laughing exercise made a brief ap- 
pearance at circuit rider Allen Wiley’s camp meeting, and 
then disappeared almost as fast as it had materialized. 
Whey, writing in the mid-1840’s, remarked that one wor- 
shiper who had attempted to resist this nervous exercise 
was “well nigh thrown into the ‘jerks’ of a former day.”®® 

So greatly had the revival changed, that in 1836 a 
Unitarian minis ter could denoimce a Methodist encamp- 
ment in Ohio for trusting “too much to sympathy ... to 
a merely physical or nervous imitation,” and yet cite as 
his only example the case of a girl who had fainted “from 
anguish of heart or fervor of devotion.” Even a Presby- 
terian contemporary grudgingly reported that the camp 
meeting of that day was “reduced to some degree of order, 
and subject to specific regulations.”®® 

Through these years the camp meeting had imdergone 
many changes. Like a growing child to whom maturity 
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adds dignity and grace, the forest revival exhibited a 
strangely sedate character after its boisterous infancy had 
passed. An ever evolving institution, it was intimately 
connected with the prevailing intellectual climate of the 
times. On successive frontiers it passed through three dis- 
tinct phases of growth — ^primitive disorganization, orderly 
regulation, and gradual but inevitable decline. When the 
sponsoring community was new and raw, the meetings 
it held were largely xmplanned, extremely disorderly, 
and highly emotional. Months and even years later the 
camp meeting might enter the institutional phase, distin- 
guished by planning, more effective audience manage- 
ment, and a notable decline in emotionalism. Then the 
meetings were smaller and highly systematized as to fre- 
quency, length, procedure of service, and location. Both 
man and nature had effected this systematization; its 
att ainme nt had been not only possible but unavoidable. 
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Camp-Meetings! Camp-Meetings! The 
Battle axe and weapon of war — it will 
break down the walls of wickedness, 
forts of helL'^ 

— Bishop Francis Asbury, 1811 

w 

T TITHIN ITS KEN- 

tucky birthplace the camp meeting device which had been 
engendered in the Great Revival faced an uncertain fu- 
ture. The rash of revivals had dissipated most of the 
religious energy of the Kentuckians. In the central region 
of the state the camp meeting had been practically aban- 
doned by 1808, when two Methodist preachers tried with 
little success to revive the practice. Ten years were to pass 
before it regained its former utility there.^ To add to the 
Methodist worries, the Baptists appeared to be “opposing 
and triumphing” on every hand. In spite of the defection 
of some former friends of the revival, an 1819 encamp- 
ment at Versailles, Kentucky, did produce good results. 
Benjamin Lakin recorded in Ito “Journal”: 

The Lord visited us at our meeting. Sinners were convicted and 
some converted — from this time our prospects began to be 
better and a new society was raised about Seven miles from Town 
— our Campmeeting I have reason to believe went to remove 
much of the prejudice from the minds of the people in Town and 
Country and appeared to lay a foundation for good to be done.* 

At near-by Cynthiana, meanwhile, an 1 8 1 8 camp meet- 
ing generated a religious upsurge which resulted in the 
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conversion of some four hundred persons. The presiding 
elder of the district, Jonathan Stamper, told Methodist 
historian Thomas S. Hinde that 

it was almost impossible to conceive the good efiEects resulting 
from this glorious camp meeting. Many of the young converts 
began to preach; and several of them are now distinguished 
travelling preachers. Subsequently, camp meetings have regained 
their former standing in this part of the country.^ 

While the evidence concerning the state-wide use of the 
revival weapon may be contradictory and inconclusive, 
if the situation in the southwestern section was any cri- 
terion the camp meeting had become an annual habit in 
Kentucky by the early 1 820’s. Peter Cartwright, one of the 
backwoods revival’s champions, was put in charge of the 
Cumberland District comprising some eight circuits in 
southern Kentucky and northern Tennessee. Speaking of 
a Logan County encampment of 1822, he declared that 
here “camp-meetings started in modern times; and they 
had been in progress for twenty-two years, every year 
more or less.”® 

The camp meeting fires previously lighted in Kentucky 
continued to burn brightly in section after section of the 
new nation as the traveling ministry followed migrants 
toward other frontiers. Some adventurous Methodist cir- 
cuit riders had felt called to penetrate the Old Southwest, 
while others from the Upland South were moving north- 
ward into the Ohio and western Virginia regions, bring- 
ing the revival weapon with them. 

The camp meeting institution did not, however, experi- 
ence parallel growth on a nation-wide scale. Being a part 
of community life, it reflected the social forces at work. 
At any one time it could exhibit maturity in one area and 
primitive disorganization in another. Thus while only a 
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few isolated cases of “falling” occurred at early Methodist 
encampments in Ohio,® the first camp meetings during the 
year 1807 in the lUinois region of the Indiana Territory 
near Edwardsville and Shiloh found “many present” 
affected with “that strange movement, the jerks” and “fall- 
ing.”’' Earlier encampments held in Ohio by other sects 
when the country was less settled, however, were not 
noted for their sobriety. The tone of the forest revival was 
an accurate reflection of the population tide and level of 
social development of a particular region. As the environ- 
ment of the pioneers grew less frustrating, so did the spirit 
of animal excitement at the camp meeting diminish. 

Almost without exception, first encampments held in 
a newly settled area, whether in the Old Northwest or 
Southwest, displayed scenes of frenzy rivaliug those of the 
Great Revival. In these first meetings, where vast and 
often disorderly crowds of backwoodsmen mingled, there 
were confusion, frenzied preaching, and an abundance of 
“muscular Christianity.” In 1803, for example, during the 
high tide of the Kentucky Revival, the initial camp meet- 
ing in western Pennsylvania drew an enthusiastic crowd 
of three thousand. These worshipers were ministered to 
by fifteen traveling and located preachers. A major reason 
for the encampment’s attraction in addition to the novelty 
of the occasion was that the indefatigable and ubiquitous 
Methodist leader, Francis Asbury, had promised to lead 
the meeting. From Asbury’s hastily scribbled letter to a 
friend we get an intimate glimpse of the scene: 

August 19, 1803 [Friday] This day I came to camp a very feeble 
man, the camps upon a most agreeable moimt under a Noble Lofty 
Shade 2000 hears [hearers] at the sound of the trumpet came to 
the big stand; to hear the little preacher Francis, several have been 
striken 6 hopefully brought through oh there may be hundreds. 
This night General Fleming with many others will lodge in 
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camp 1 hope we shall have 2 if not 3000 tomorrow. I am 

very unweU I mean to go and fire a Gun each Day and retreat. . . . 
Oh to see old men and old women dwelling in tents, the waggons 
and horses put away not a trifler upon the Ground but many 
fainting and falling for mercy 

Monday 22. I preached again Corinth XV: 58 it was an open 
season the exercise continued. The greater part of the nights many 
powerfully striken we guess at near one hundred, how many con- 
verted we know not, several sermons, and exhortations by night 
and Day. . . . Great order was observed we had watchmen by 
Day and night to guard the camp. A poor Roman brought whiskey 
to give away but some of the guard secured his bottle. Tuesday 
the provisions of many families failed and [as] they had been 6 or 
7 days from home, they struck their tents and moved their waggons, 
but as we were coming away many were coming.* 

In this way did Asbuxy describe the enthusiastic response 
to the first camp meeting in that pioneer region — a re- 
sponse so overwhelming that even after seven nights and 
days of tumultuous services, the encampment was pro- 
longed to accommodate the new arrivals. 

In the Ohio Territory, although the JBrst Methodist 
camp meeting held in 1804 had received only a lukewarm 
reception, the Deer Creek encampment staged four years 
later was in the true Kentucky tradition. An estimated 125 
tents and wagons circled the grove. A battery of twenty- 
three preachers made ready to preach to some two thou- 
sand persons. Rainy weather did not halt the services, 
which continued night and day with “blessed results.”® 
A contemporary church chronicler of the Mad River set- 
tlements described the years 1803-7 as difficult ones. Not 
until 1808 did the pioneers there have “an opportunity 
of spending their time profitably together, and camp 
meetings began.” At one of these early encampments Gen- 
eral Simon Kenton, celebrated fighter, hunter, and travel- 
ing companion of Daniel Boone, was “caught in the 
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Gospel net” after praying at the altar the whole night 
through.^® Likewise, the first camp meeting southwest of 
Tennessee, held in the Mississippi Territory, was a rousing 
revival. At this December, 1804, meeting, the eccentric 
Lorenzo Dow presided. In his typical fashion he made the 
innovation a startling success by announcing from the 
speaker’s stand that he had the latest authentic news 
from Hell.“ 

The initial woodland revivals held in the Illinois Cir- 
cuit during the summer of 1 807 were also marked by ram- 
pant enthusiasm. James Gwin, leader of the Three Springs 
camp meeting, was able to subdue certain “lewd fellows 
of the baser sort” who combined whiskey with their 
religion. Gwin’s preaching and hymn singing at the three 
o’clock service penetrated the conscience of at least one 
of the drinkers, who ran up to the preacher entreating: 

“Are you the man that keeps the rofl?” I asked “what roll?” “That 
roll,” he replied, “that people put their names to when they are 
going to heaven.” I supposed that he meant the class-paper, and 
sent him to Brother Walker. Turning to Brother Walker, he said, 
“Put my name down, if you please,” and then fell to the ground. 
Others started to run off, and fell; some escaped. We were busy 
in getting the fallen to one place, which we effected about sunset. 
. . . Looking around upon the scene, and listening to the sobs, 
groans, and cries of the penitents, reminded me of a battle-field 
after a heavy battle. All night the strug^e went on. Victory 
was on the Lord’s side; many were converted, and by sunrise the 
next morning there was the shout of a King in the camp.i* 

This same success story was repeated in the Indiana 
Territory six years after the first camp meetiug there. At 
the Sunday momiag worship session of a Christian Circuit 
encampment m 1813 Peter Cartwright reported “several 
hundred” falling in five minutes’ time, a record rivaling 
that of the earlier exercises in Kentucky.^® And so the 
pattern continued, as the circuit riders followed adven- 
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turous pioneers into new areas, holding primitive camp 
meetings whenever a substantial group of settlers were 
within riding distance of a camp site. In the Louisiana 
Territory the first camp meeting took place in 1806; in the 
Arkansas Territory, 1819; in the Michigan Territory, 
1822; in the Minnesota Territory, 1836; and in the Wis- 
consin Territory, 1838. 

Beyond the bald facts that old manuscripts, containing 
dates, names, and circumstances, can give us concerning 
the first camp meetings, certain themes can be read be- 
tween the lines. Over and over again in the fragmentary 
reports certain years or months are recounted as “good 
years,” “frustrating days,” or “harvest times” of the camp 
meeting. Categorically, it can be stated that when new 
frontiers were being carved, the inscrutable forces of 
nature seemed almost to overwhelm man. He then turned 
instinctively to religion; his camp meetings, admirably 
suited to the primitive conditions of settlement, were 
frenzied and emotional. With a return to normalcy, his 
worldly nature resumed dominance. Thus in the early 
days of settlement unusual natural phenomena such as 
fierce storms and earthquakes influenced many to join a 
religious society. The superstitious pioneers believed such 
strange occurrences were not the result of natural forces, 
but the machinations of either a wrathful God or the devil. 
When a hurricane struck in the middle of a Chillicothe 
camp meeting in May, 1809, the preacher found his dire 
predictions for the sinners being reinforced. As the storm 
raged, John Sale preached on about the evils of horse 
racing, with the result that many were eager to confess 
Christ. 

The young converts exhorted, shouted and sung the praises of 
their Redeemer amidst the raging elements, and the tumbling 
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forests! whilst darkness and horror were on the brow of the 
enemies of the cross of Christ.^^ 

The unprecedented earthquakes of 1 8 1 1 and 1812 were 
a time of great terror to sinners. For almost four months 
the central Mississippi River region was subjected to 
recurrent shocks, numbering over a thousand in all. Brick 
houses cracked, chimneys toppled off, and yawning 
chasms opened up. Settlers hastened to atone for this 
visitation from God that had most certainly come as a 
punishment for their sins. An Indiana itinerant happily 
noted that “some men were converted and became preach- 
ers, whose conversion I had been in the habit of regarding 
as almost as hopeless as the conversion of the devil bim - 
self.”^® In Ohio scores of people flocked to church meet- 
ings who had previously paid no attention to the subject 
of religion.^® Methodist membership in the Miami District 
doubled within the single year of 1812; the Baptists like- 
wise reaped a harvest. Even if the conversions were short- 
lived, a startlingly auspicious beginning had been made in 
the new state. Fear may have been the precipitant, but 
the preachers made fuU use of nature’s aid. This 

work began and ended with earthquakes, in the counties; and 
the whole strain of preaching by the Baptists and Methodists was, 
that the end of all thing s was at hand, and if the people were not 

baptized, or did not join societies, there was no hope for them 

It is also a fact that many, who had joined their societies, have 
already left them. Some have been excluded from commimion, and 
others are under censure.^'^ 

One preacher sadly noted that after the return to nor- 
malcy “half as many as our present membership” had 
become backsliders.^® Natural catastrophes were always 
highly useful to the frontier soul-savers. Even as late as 
1833 a burning comet dipping near the earth so that its 
tail was visible even by daylight caused great consterna- 
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tion. It was long remembered as “the year the stars fell.” 
Considered prophetic of the end of the world, this striking 
phenomenon, like those of twenty years earlier, stampeded 
many into conversion. Camp meeting orators, influenced 
by millennial doctrines then popular, turned these hap- 
penings to good use. If divine intervention were to trans- 
form the world and establish the Kingdom of God on 
earth, let no man be unprepared!^* 

Conversely, religious ardor was considerably dimin- 
ished by the more tangible “agents of the Devil,” the 
Indians and the British. From 1795 to 1812 the midwest- 
erners lived in comparative peace with the partly dispos- 
sessed Indian tribes. The disturbing times leading up to 
the War of 1812 and the war itself hampered religious 
progress on the northwest frontier. Talk of Indian war 
coimcils sometimes kept the Ohio settlers on edge. Bishop 
Asbury commented in 1807 that the rumor of an expected 
attack by the red men had caused many inhabitants of 
that state to flee. Again, when itinerant Benjamin Lakin 
visited the Wyandots in Upper Sandusky town on a mis- 
sionary tour in 1810, he learned the whites were feeling 
“considerable alarum in consequence of the Sinneca 
Indians and others, holding councils in the night . . . 
[showing] an inclination to go to war with the Wine- 
dotts.”*® The tribes that allied with the British a few 
years later did make forays into southern Illinois. Some 
Methodists believed that missionizing would effect a 
change in the Indians’ savage ways, but Lakin was skepti- 
cal; he had little hope that the plan under consideration 
for sending missionaries to live with them was feasible, 
for “Indians are much prejudiced against the Christian 
name.” “And no wonder,” continued Lakin; the evil prac- 
tices of whites in robbing the Indians of land and fur. 



METHODIST HARVEST TIME 107 

of undermining their character with drink so as to make 
the robbery easier, made missionary work among them 
seem hopeless. He suggested “no trade,” urging instead 
frequent visits “to show them there was a difference 
between a Christian and a white man.”^^ 

The camp meeting did not escape the devastating im- 
pact of the War of 1 8 12. For two years the Maumee River 
Valley iu Ohio was a scene of hostilities, and war hysteria 
gripped circuit riders as well as the Methodist faithful. 
Lakin complained at the 1812 session of the Ohio Confer- 
ence: “I felt my mind pained at the spirit of war that 
appeared in some of the Preachers. Three had left their 
circuits and gone — ^volunteers for thirty days in the army 
— ^But the Conference thought proper to give them [back] 
their stations.”^^ 

Attendance at the forest revivals, east as well as west, 
dropped off so sharply that few circuits plaimed on having 
their annual meetings. A spirit of patriotism rather than 
devotion prevailed. The impingement of war preparations 
was evident at Lakin’s Strait Creek, Ohio, camp meeting 
in July, 1812. After the close of the first day’s sessions, 

a man came to call the people together to see who would volun- 
teer to carry relief to DeTroit to our army who were in distressing 

circumstances. All that ensued was comotion [next day] We 

had but few to preach too, and not more than 20 or 30 to attend 
the sacrament. 

Two days later the circuit rider lamented that “at my last 
camp and quarterly meeting, we were frequently inter- 
rupted by the returning volunteers: Yet some souls were 
converted.” Undoubtedly there was excitement in the air, 
for on occasion a staff officer, such as General Meade, 
woxdd mount the rostrum and order the soldiers to comply 
with the camp meeting rules.^* 
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The outbreak of war had not hindered Bishop Asbury, 
however, from traveling six thousand miles in an eight- 
month period, supervising nine conferences, and attending 
ten outdoor revivals. He rigorously observed the principle 
he had laid down for his ministry “to be careful to preach 
to the soldiers, wherever opportunity offers.”^^ Volunteer 
troops were marched m a body to the campgrounds. In 
September, 1812, Asbury addressed Marylanders at two 
forest meetings where five thousand and ten thousand 
persons had gathered. At a Uniontown, Pennsylvania, en- 
campment his sermon concerning the evils of a nondefen- 
sive war was heard by a company of soldiers about to 
move on to the eastern front. Henry Boehm, a bilingual 
itmerant, was also busy giving camp sermons. His were 
delivered to German worshipers throughout the year 
1812.^® War might drastically alter the outdoor revival, 
but it did not change its primary goal — the saving of souls. 

By the year 1815 lean times for the camp meeting were 
over. Summer encampments were a normal feature of 
Methodism in Ohio; Asbury reported that he personally 
attended five there that year. By the first year of peace the 
forest revival was agam all-powerful in the young repub- 
lic. 

Wherever the camp meeting had sunk its roots, the 
character of the revival changed, almost magically. While 
the frontier stage of settlement was passmg in a given 
area, the camp meeting techniques were taking on respect- 
ability. Reports of 1816 clearly indicated that Ohio en- 
campments were reflecting the institutional stage of the 
outdoor revival. The greatest examples of excitement in- 
cluded only the customary loud prayers and songs, the 
groans of those under “the felt burden of gmlt,” the joy- 
ous shouts of the saved, and “the crying of youths.” On 
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the Pickaway Circuit, a chronicler noted that even with 
an all-night service “the order of this meeting was good.” 
Local magistrates had aided by enforcing the ordinances 
against the rowdies.^® 

Methodism’s rapid progress in this area can be charted 
in the multiplication of circuits and the increase in 
church membership. When the Western Conference was 
created in 1800 only three circuits existed in the Ohio 
Territory Then the total Methodist membership in the 
entire Northwest Territory was only 364 whites and 2 
colored. By 1811, the year before the Western Confer- 
ence was divided into the Ohio and Tennessee confer- 
ences, eighteen circuits had been formed in Ohio; the 
church’s enrolment had grown to include 10,028 white 
and 76 colored communicants. Explanation for this phe- 
nomenal growth lay in the tireless activities of the itiner- 
ants and the rapid settlement of the state. In the ten-year 
period after 1 800 the population had jumped from 45,365 
to 227,843 persons.^® 

Most of the revivals north of the Ohio after 1815 were 
reported to be orderly affairs, where “the greatest decorum 
was observed.” “Powerful times,” however, still attended 
the encampments. “Notwithstanding the calls to farm and 
workshop” a White Oaks Circuit camp meeting of 1841 
sparked such excitement that it continued for ten days.^® 

By 1829 the Pennsylvania backwoods revival had out- 
grown its frontier habitude. The southwestern area of the 
state had by then become a thickly populated region of 
considerable wealth; tenting had lost much of its old 
appeal. In the Pennsylvania camp meeting sociability had 
largely supplanted soul-savmg as the primary interest. 
Camp leaders found it necessary to urge the campers to 
discontinue bringing their best beds, bedclothing, and 



1 10 THE FRONTIER CAMP MEETING 

gear, and to return to the frontier way of Spartan sim- 
plicity. Circuit rider Robert Boyd detailed this change in 
emphasis: 

Great preaching was in high demand; and as a speedy reward, a 
good dinner, prepared during the sermon, was in waiting for the 

preacher as soon as the sermon closed There was usually a 

respectable group of visitors whose only business was to hear a 
good sermon and share a good dinner.®® 

As the population of Indiana grew from 24,000 in 1 8 10 
to 64,000 in 1818, and 348,000 by 1830, the camp meet- 
ing underwent alterations, settling into the customary 
pattern of annual encampments.®^ Allen Wiley noted: 

There were two good camp meetings on the former camp grounds 
on the [Lawrenceburg] circuit this year [1817]. When, however, 
we say they were good, I could not be imderstood to say they 
would compare with the former meetings. There was much more 
preaching talent at those meetings than the former; but there was 
not the same zeal in the preachers or people.®® 

Although the passing of time may have altered certain 
aspects of the camp meeting, Indiana folk continued to 
be fascinated by this open-air religious technique. They 
still flocked to campgroxmds m the 1820’s and 1830’s. 
Even the wintry winds of October could not quench the 
religious ardor at one meeting during this period. The 
worshipers had to build huge log fires to keep themselves 
from freezing.®® The camp meeting tradition was firmly 
rooted in Hoosierland. 

The Illinois country was filling up with people by 1 809, 
and opportunities were increasing for the revival institu- 
tion to spread throughout the new territory. In 1820 
church leaders proudly announced the camp meeting sea- 
son as especially prosperous, listing two or three en- 
campments in each charge, at which “large numbers were 
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converted.”®^ With population skyrocketing from 12,282 
in 1810 to 55,211 in 1820, civilizing forces affected the 
camp meeting.®® Preacher William Beauchamp com- 
mented on the 1821 encampments in the Upper Wabash 
region. They were, he said, 

remarkable in regard to seriousness, solemnity, and good order. In 
this respect I can truly say, that, although I have been at many 
camp-meetings, I never saw such as these before. We had no 
guard; and at the last meeting no rules, for the regulation of it, 
were published. We needed none. God was our defence and 
salvation. . . . 

The presiding elder who attended this meeting, informed me 
that many camp-meetings had been held in this district, and that 
they had been generally blessed with great displays of divine 
power.*® 

Peter Cartwright’s spritely reporting dispels the idea that 
all was peace and quiet at these camp meetings. As pre- 
siding elder of the niinois District from 1825 to 1829 he 
had been leader of some lively sessions. He reminisced: 
“We always had good times; there was, however, con- 
siderable opposition and persecution” from the rowdies.®'^ 

In the decade of the thirties, the Michigan region, like 
the rest of the Lake Plains — northern Indiana and Illi- 
nois — was settled in a rush, mainly by migrants from 
New England and the Middle States. Whereas it had once 
been considered “poor, barren, sandy land on which 
scarcely any vegetation grows,” a veritable “interminable 
swamp,” the pioneers who followed the Erie Canal route 
of trade after it was opened in 1 825 found the land any- 
thing but forbidding. With the expansion of population, 
conditions were ripe for the growth of the camp meeting. 
Michigan revival practice closely followed that of Illi n ois, 
Ohio, and Indiana; the encampments were sober in char- 
acter, exhibiting the maturity stage in every aspect. In 
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the pages of James Gilruth’s daily Journal this pattern 
can be seen. When Gilruth presided over the quarterly 
conference held as a camp meeting in 1835, representing 
the co-operative efforts of the three circuit leaders from 
Ann Arbor, Tecumseh, and Ypsilanti circuits, he made 
the following observations: 

Frid June 5. .. . Reached Home about 3 P.M. as the afternoon 
was showery I concluded to remain at home and not attend our 
Camp Meeting till next day — 

Sat June 6 Rose a little after day — as soon as convenient I set 
out with my familey for camp meeting — reached there about 9 — 
during Morning sermon — our qM conference was held at 1 P.M. 
in which Joseph Smith a local Pr was expelled for sowing and 
maintaining unitarianism and enveighing against discipliues — while 
q conference (for Ann Arbour cir) was in session Dr. Sayre 
preached and conducted a Prayer M in wich 7 or 8 experienced 
peace. From this time the work began to advance — Day cloudy 
and some rain — to bed about 12. 

Sund June 7 Rose about 5 — preached at 8 from luke xiv: 16-24. 
There was much people on the ground today — the good work 
was powerful! at night — day cloudy — to bed say 2 A.M. 

Mond June 8 Rose about 5 took a vote of the people concerning 
continuing meeting till Tusd which was carried — a good work 
to day and to night — some rain in the morning — day cloudy — 
to bed about 2 A.M. 

Tusd June 9 Rose about Vi past 5 — About 10 our camp meeting 
closed. A fairwell sermon and the receiption of Members . . . there 
were it was supposed between 40 and 50 converted — some also 
professed sanctffication — We had some disagreeable wether in 
the fore part of the Meeting: but we had verry little disturbance 
from the Ungodly — This meeting will tell in eternity.*® 

By 1838, if not before, the outdoor revival institution 
had become accepted in all the areas of the Old North- 
west. Permanent campgrounds dotted the landscape, and 
annual encampments were held universally. The whole 
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section, with a population of 4,500,000, was passing 
beyond the frontier stage by 1850, with the exception of 
northern Michigan and Wisconsin.*® 

In the Old Southwest, however, primitive religious 
conditions prevailed generally until 1860 in the half-circle 
of states that girdled Kentucky and Tennessee to the 
south in the trans-Allegheny West. Without permanent 
church buildings, many rural localities were served only 
by itinerants. As late as 1849 the Methodists in the Old 
Southwest had 1,476 traveling preachers as compared to 
3,026 located preachers. Naturally, the camp meeting 
was a popular device; since the winters were mild there 
was never an end to the camp meeting season. As the 
region of the Great Appalachian Valley, covering parts 
of eight states, was not economically and topographically 
an entity, so the forest meetings held there cannot be 
generalized to fit a single mold. Where slaveholding was 
not a prominent feature of the culture pattern, different 
social classes were dominant: the tradesmen, yeomen 
farmers, and poor whites. The local revival was adapted 
to the character of the audience at the same time that it 
cut across class lines. The camp meeting proved to be a 
common denominator, appealing to all but the class- 
conscious who viewed the democratic gospel of Method- 
ism with contempt.^® 

There was a distinctively western flavor to these re- 
ligious efforts, although the slavery institution made cer- 
tain alterations in the national revival pattern inescapable. 
In the slaveholding sections the masters were encouraged 
to bring their slaves with them to the camp meeting. 
Benjamin Lakin, for example, thought of the slaves’ wel- 
fare first when it was suggested that Simday camp serv- 
ices be discontinued because of the disorder on that day. 
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It would “effectively cut off the Black people from the 
benefits of the meeting which I think ought never to be 
done,” said Lakin/^ Most of the slave owners were of 
the opinion that religious instruction would keep their 
workers servile and obedient. And as for the bondsmen, 
there was no question of their love for camp meetings. 

By no class is a camp meeting hailed with more unmixed delight 
than by the poor slaves. It comes at a season of the year when 
they most need rest. It gives them all the advantages of the 
or(hnary holiday, without its accompaniments of drunkenness and 
profanity . . . they can jump to their hearts’ content.*® 

Largely unplanned, Negro participation in the white 
camp meetings was usually spontaneous. Slave camp 
services received official notice m 1846 when the recom- 
mendation was made by the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South that prayer meetings for slaves should be con- 
ducted back of the pulpit by one or more of the regular 
preachers, with the aid of colored leaders when avail- 
able.** This procedure had been generally followed, and 
sometimes a board fence made the segregation more 
definite. In an 1834 camp meeting, while the services were 
being conducted, the Negroes separated themselves and 

sought their own preacher and anxious seat. A stand was presently 
fixed between two trees; a preacher was seen, appearing and dis- 
appearing between them, as his violent gesticxilation caused him 
to lean backwards or forwards. The blacks had now things to 
their mind, and they pressed round the speaker, on their feet or 
their knees, with extended hands, open lips and ^tening eyes. . . . 

As the scenes on either side the stand were not dumb-show 
the evil was, that the voices of the parties speaking met each other, 
and made confusion; and as either parly raised his voice to remedy 
the evil, it became worse. 

At another encampment a camp official tried vainly on 
two successive days to convince a group of slaves that 




An unusually 

sedate Methodist camp meeting in the backwoods, circa 1849. 
From B. W. Gorham’s Camp Meeting Manual, A Practical Book 
for the Camp Ground, Boston, 1854. 
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their “convulsive outbursts [were] wrong, and disturbing 
both to themselves and others.” Irrepressible as they were 
in their expression of religious feelings, the Negroes never 
seemed to feel entirely free to work in their own way until 
the white people closed their services and went to their 
tents. In a Georgia meeting when the 10:00 p.m. curfew 
had been sounded, and after the altar fires had burned low 
and the smoke hung m mists over the trees, from the 
other encampment 

the singing of hymns still ascended, though much lower; still the 
class-leaders exhorted; . . . Some oppressed souls still lay bowed 
upon the counter and still were the preachers giving consolation 
either by word or song. 

The slaves gradually dispersed and carried on individual 
penance in the tents. They pounded their chests, cried 
out with great pathos, and danced the “holy dance,” 
although the last was forbidden by the preachers.^* 

Legislation was passed after the Nat Turner insurrec- 
tion of 1 83 1 in Virginia which forbade separate meetings, 
but this rule was only temporarily observed.*® Indoor 
meetings and outdoor gatherings, held separately and 
in conjunction with the whites, permitted the slave to 
express hims elf in his own manner. Revivalism gave to 
the Negro a rare opportunity to express his higher life, 
an opportunity denied him in most other spheres. Socially 
and psychologically it gave him release. 

The religious behavior of the slaves centered around 
the preacher, the music, and the frenzy.*® The pastor was 
usually one of their own, a bondsman or a “free citizen 
of color” who received his piecemeal training from a 
master, from attendance at church services, or from the 
white clergy. Plantation Negroes were usually allowed to 
hold prayer meetings twice a week in addition to Sunday 
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services, and on certain plantations Methodist and Baptist 
ministers were allowed to preach to them. Henry Francis 
of Georgia and “Preacher Jack” of Virginia were fortu- 
nate enough to have thek freedom purchased by white 
ministers who recognized thek unique oratorical talents. 
As early as 1800 the Methodists provided for ordination 
of local Negro deacons where colored churches were 
established. By 1824 traveling Negro preachers were 
authorized.^® 

Exhorting m thek own idiom, the Negro churchmen 
led thek flocks in devastating attacks upon ski. One con- 
cluded a “Religious Testimony” meeting with this per- 
sonal experience: 

Some eleven years ago, I came to de old camp-ground (pointing 
his finger) down yonder in the bottom, in de devil’s barge (mean- 
ing a canal boat). As we come in de range of de gims of Zion, 
dey give us a broadside. I was wounded and fell overboard; but dey 
sent out de lifeboat, and took me aboard the old ship Zion; and 
I bless God, I on de old ship yet, and I spect to stay dar till she 
ride safe into harbor.^® 

Immediately after his speech, the preacher began to sing 
the song “Old Ship Zion,” in a “full and sonorous tone 
of voice.” The audience could not be restrained; a “uni- 
versal shout of triumph rolled up to heaven.” 

The principal characteristic that made the Negro camp 
song unusual was the pattern of delivery. The statement 
of a theme by a leader was repeated by a chorus, or a 
choral phrase was balanced as a refrain against a longer 
melodic Une. It “may be aflSbrmed that . . . they are beauti- 
ful, childlike, simple, and plaintive: they are the Negroes’ 
own songs.” The passionate ardor with which they were 
sung made the songs “melodious, burning sighs.” Dra- 
matic bodily gestures accompanied the singing: 
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These are all sung in the merry chorus-manner of the southern 
harvest field, or husking frolic method of the slave blacks; and 
also very greatly like the Indian dances. With every word or so 
sung, they have a sinking of one or the other leg of the body 
alternately; producing an audible soxmd of the feet at every step 
and as manifest as the steps of actual negro dancing in Virginia. 
If some in the meantime sit, they strike their hands alternately on 
each thigh.6® 

A combination of primitive persons of little or no 
education, the Negro revival-spiritual, and the “Hell 
Fire” oratory of a son of thunder resulted iu instances 
of bodily excitement at the slave encampments. The tide 
of enthusiasm on the Negro side of the campground 
would mount and intensify, reaching its climax on the 
last evening when the rules regarding a curfew for the 
slaves were generally suspended. All night the h3mins 
poured forth: “Roll, Jordan, Roll,” “O’ Sinner, Run to 
Jesus,” “Hark, From the Tomb the Doleful Sound,” and 
many others. 

When a thousand negroes keeping time with foot and hand, with 
arms and body, poured out their souls upon the night air in a 
camp meeting chorus . . . the weird and solemn grandeur and 
grotesqueness were indescribable.®^ 

The services were most frenetic when shouts of 
“Amen!” “Hallelujah!” “Help, Lord!” “Send the Power, 
Lord!” “Only hear that!” “Is all that a-coming sure 
enough?” and more unintelligible plaints for salvation 
would roll like thunder from the bondsmen’s section. 
BodUy exercises followed: 

A sort of suppressed terror hung in the air and seemed to seize 
us . . . that lent terrible reality to song and word. The black and 
massive form of the preacher swayed and quivered as the words 
crowded to his lips and flew at us in singular eloquence. The 
people moaned and fluttered, and then the gaunt cheeked brown 
woman beside me suddenly leaped straight into the air and 
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shrieked like a lost soul, while round about came wail and groan 
and outcry, and a scene of human passion such as I had never 
conceived Ijefore. 

Those who have not thus witnessed the frenzy of a negro revival 
in the untouched backwoods of the South can but dimly realize 
the religious feeling of the slave; as described, such scenes appear 
grotesque and funny, but as seen they are awful.“ 

Too much credence, however, should not be given the 
reports of the visiting foreign travelers whose genteel 
prejudices hampered their objectivity. Too often their 
observations are the only written records of the slave camp 
meetings. Being largely illiterate, the Negro participants 
themselves were not able to record their impressions. 
There is no reason to believe the meetings would have 
been allowed by the slave owners if no control over the 
proceedings were possible. Nor would religious instruc- 
tion have been continued if some beneficial results had 
not been seen. To what degree the moral preachments 
were understood and observed is, of course, debatable. 
One famed northern traveler, after conscientiously study- 
ing southern religious efforts, concluded: 

I have not been able to resist the impression, that even where 
the economy, safety, and duty of one sort of religious education 
of the slaves is conceded, so much caution, reservation, and 
restriction is felt to be necessary in their instruction, that the 
result in the majority of cases has been merely to furnish a 
delusive clothing of Christian forms and phrases to the original 
vague superstition of the African savage.®* 

A sensitive European visitor, however, was much im- 
pressed by the fact that most of those who had been 
converted at camp meetings and who subsequently had 
joined a class continued to remain orderly members of 
society.®^ 

The story of the spread of the camp meeting from 
section to section would not be complete without the 
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mention of the outdoor services held by another com- 
ponent of American society, the Indians. Indian missions 
were part and parcel of the Methodists’ crusading zeal, 
and it became the practice to hold camp meetings at the 
settlements. The first Indian mission had started the trend. 
After the Ohio Conference took over the Sandusky Valley, 
Ohio, mission started by John Stewart, a freeborn Virginia 
mulatto, the task of supervising it fell to James B. Finley. 
From 1 8 19 on Finley’s camp meeting innovation met with 
success.®® In the South even earlier circuit riders had 
extended a welcome to various tribes that were camped 
near the revival sites. In 1807 Jacob Young had success- 
fully incorporated Choctaws in southwest Mississippi 
camp meetings. Before that tribe was pushed west, 
religious encampments were conducted among them from 
1828 to 1834. Red men became missionaries to their own 
people as well as converts. William Winans Oakchiah 
was admitted on trial at the Mississippi Conference in 
1831, and continued to preach the white man’s religion 
for years.®® 

Falling, jerking, and holy dancing made some of their 
meetings as frenzied as those held during the Kentucky 
Revival, and this in spite of the Indians’ reputed stolidity. 
However, most reports of Indian camp meetings stress 
the serenity of the atmosphere and the attentiveness of 
the participants. The Shawnee Methodist Mission camp 
meeting of 1843, for example, combined eloquence with 
an inspiring pastoral setting. A migrant to the Missouri 
frontier from North Carolina wrote home his impressions: 

I visited on Monday last — this is Wednesday — an Indian 
Methodist camp meeting about 20 mile horn here hidependence. 
If I had of gone on Sunday I should have been more interested 
as I should have seen a much larger crowd however as it was I 
saw much — very much — to please. The first sermon in the 
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morning was preached by a white man — one sentence at a time — 
and interprited by an Indian who was decidedly the better orator 
of the two. After this a large Indian man of fine appearance 
preached for about 15 or 20 minutes and as far as I could 
judge — saving a little to much ranting — preached well and 
eloquently. I was very sorry not to be able to understand there 
language. The whole was concluded by a sermon and a prayer 
from an Indian woman of about 40 who had no scarcity of words 
to express every thing she wished. Strange indeed was the scene. 
Stretching out west for thousands of miles was the beautiful 
prairie dotted with herds of horses and Cattle and occasionally 
a company of Indians. To the East might be seen beautiful Indian 
farms in a high state of cultivation and only a short distance from 
us flowed the waters, collected from a thousand streams, of the 
mi^ty Missourie and to crown the whole in a clump of trees 
where the camp ground was situated was worshiped m sincerity 
and truth the God of the white man by Deleware, Wiandot, 
Shawnee, Kaw, Seneka, and Canzas Indians.®’ 

Only in America did the camp meeting reach the peaks 
of popularity. One reason was no doubt demographical. 
Such a means of personalized religion could not have 
flowered without the existence of a vast area of open land 
and a temperate climate. The temper of the people here 
also furnished fertile soil for its nourishment. The English 
might logically have been expected to use the device 
extensively, since the American Methodists espoused it 
so heartily, and the mother church had no prejudice 
against preaching outside the church building. Neverthe- 
less, the attempt to transplant the camp meeting to Eng- 
land met serious opposition. 

Jesse Lee recommended its use at an English Confer- 
ence but was given no encouragement; the visiting Ameri- 
can evangelist and wife, Lorenzo and Peggy Dow, aided 
by two local Methodists, Hugh Bourne and William 
Cleves, went on the road using the open-air revival tech- 
nique to preach the gospel to the poor and imeducated. 
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For their pains, the two overzealous Englishmen were 
expelled from the ranks of the English Methodists. The 
1807 Wesleyan Conference rather pointedly declared: 

It is oiir judgment that, ever supposing such meetings to be 
allowable in America, they are highly improper in England, and 
likely to be productive of considerable mischief, and we disclaim 
connection with them.®® 

It was the highly stratified class structure of the mother 
country which precluded acceptance of the outdoor meet- 
ing. The inclement climate and the equally dampening 
official censure discouraged even the usually irrepre- 
sible Dow. A small group persisted in using the camp 
meeting method, and in 1 8 1 1 formed a new church organi- 
zation calling themselves “Primitive Methodists,”®® Their 
unrestrained singing of American camp meeting songs 
and their own spirited times in the English, Scotch, Irish, 
and Welsh revival circles earned them the distinctive title 
of “Ranters.”®® 

Thus it was that the New World alone used the camp 
meeting and adapted it, little by little, to the character 
of its people and the changing frontier environment. The 
“camp meeting” was many things to many people. The 
social milieu in which it was incorporated must always 
be considered when an evaluation of its worth is to be 
made. 



A Camp Meeting Day 


Being at a camp meeting was like 
standing at the gate of heaven, and 
seeing it opened before youJ- 

— Frances Trollope, 1832 


JLn any group of 
homeward-bound campers, there were always those who 
felt, like Frances Trollope, that they had glimpsed a bit of 
heaven. Others knew that they had undergone an emo- 
tional experience that would keep them talking about 
the camp meeting for days. From the minute they had 
arrived on the grounds a sense of urgency had gripped 
them. Their camp leaders had wasted no time in starting 
the proceedings, for they realized the wisdom of 
immediacy: 

Let us draw near the stand and get into a devout frame of mind. 
Our object is to do good and get good. Let us give ourselves to 

prayer at once It is salvation we want. We must spend no 

time in vain conversation. No time to visit, to talk of politics or 
commerce. We are here to worship God. . . . Get into the work 
at once. There is no sense in waiting three days to get warmed up. 
It will be harder every day you wait. O, may the power of God 
rest upon preachers and people at the be ginning of the meetin g -^ 

Returning home, the campers could attest that no time 
had been lost at the camp meeting; they had participated 
in a dawn-to-dusk revivalism. The pace set at the after- 
noon opening was maintained each day in a typical camp 
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meeting of the Old Northwest in the 1820’s. The wor- 
shiper’s first full day began when he was “blasted up by a 
trumpet call” at daybreak. The second sounding of the 
horn was the signal for family prayers at each tent or a 
short prayer meeting around the altar before breakfast.® 
Having attended to his personal needs and straightened 
out supplies unloaded the previous day, before the sun was 
high in the sky the camper was prepared for a day of pub- 
lic devotions. Services were held at eight, ten (or eleven), 
and three o’clock, and an evening meeting began at the 
hour of candlelight, while prayer meetings filled in any 
free intervals.^ 

The 8:00 a.m. service of the typical camp meeting day 
was likely to be as brief as the initial one held the previous 
afternoon. As in the morning prayer session, proceedings 
began with the “lining of a hymn.” The preacher read two 
lines and then everyone sang them; he continued in this 
way until the many verses had been sung. Of course, 
if the selection was a camp meeting favorite hke Isaac 
Watts’s “Am I a Soldier of the Cross,” prompting was 
unnecessary. 

Customarily the same person who presided at the 
encampment’s opening gave the early morning address, 
one which was not calculated to be of great import, but 
only an iudispensable preliminary. Thus when John C. 
Havens preached the opening sermon “m rather a teeter- 
ing manner,” little excitement was aroused in the congre- 
gation.® The Reverend Charles Giles, with his “brow set 
against wickedness — alcoholic wickedness in particu- 
lar,” was more effective. Taking a highly favored Method- 
ist theme certain to nettle the hard dririkers in the crowd, 
he “shook the rod of truth over the distillery, the rum 
shop, and the intoxicating fluid as it ran down the drunk- 
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ard’s neck.” In the preacher’s words, “It was plain pointed 
work. . . . Knowing that truth and reason were on my 
side, I was not anxious about the judgment of men.”® 
The ministers themselves and agents of the local and state 
organizations of the American Temperance Society used 
the camp platform as a sounding board for temperance. 
Thousands of “tee-total” pledges were taken there. Here 
is evidence that the woodland revival was yet another 
medium of the humanitarian crusade that was growing in 
power during the thirty years which preceded the Civil 
War. 

Less disturbing to the predilections of the listeners 
than temperance talks was Robert Paine’s discourse from 
the text, “Why stand ye here aU the day idle.” He por- 
trayed idleness as a sin against self, society, church, and 
above all, as a sin against God. There was “dignity in 
human labor” and “glory in the work of Christ.” With a 
voice “like a trumpet” he concluded with the demand: 

I Go work in God’s vineyard. Go work today. 

To postpone is ruin, to neglect is death.'^ 

The early morning sermon was followed by a number 
of exhortations, delivered not infrequently from several 
sides of the preacher’s stand — and behind it as well, if 
Negro worshipers were in attendance. Ohio Conference 
circuit rider James Gilruth found it necessary when he 
exhorted at this time one day to reprove sharply “some 
of the Methodists for setting a table and eating in time 
of preaching and others for drivmg wagons through the 
encampment.”® After a hymn, the meetmg came to an 
end, leaving the camper to his own devices imtil the eleven 
o’clock session. 

When a presiding elder was present at the fourth 
quarterly meeting held as a camp meeting, it was common 
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practice to hold a “love feast” and to observe Holy Com- 
munion. On Sunday or Monday both of these ceremonies 
took place before the late morning sermon. The “love 
feast,” preceding the Lord’s Supper, included singing and 
prayer, religious testimonials by the participants, and the 
symbohcal partaking of bread and water by church mem- 
bers and “serious persons who are not of our church.” 
New members were inducted. In the Communion pro- 
cedure the ministers first received the sacrament while 
kneeling within the altar, and then administered it to suc- 
cessive groups of campers kneeling outside the railing. 
At an 1836 camp meeting all this went on while a choir 
of ministers were singing “some of the most touching of 
the Wesleyan Hymns.”® 

Camp leaders considered the eleven o’clock sermon the 
principal one of the day. The introductory attractions — 
a short prayer and the singing of a few songs of praise 
— were quickly offered. Then the heavy artillery was 
drawn up, the most gifted speaker in the camp. Until he 
“warmed up” he rehed on brief sermon notes, for this was 
customarily the occasion for a prepared address. 

One might have been subjected to a fearsome message 
made up almost exclusively of “hell-fire and damnation.” 
This was certainly the most popular topic with the frontier 
churchmen at any time of the preaching day. Yet the 
visitor might have chanced upon Bishop William McKen- 
dree, speaking after a Sunday sacrament from the text, 
“Come, let us reason together.” McKendree forcefully 
sounded his subject of “atonement, the great plan of 
salvation, and the love of God.”^® Or possibly Benjamin 
Lakin, veteran itinerant of the Old Northwest, would 
be the speaker. His addresses evidenced great power of 
close reasoning. Using as a text I Cor. 15:34, “Awake to 
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righteousness,” he outlined man’s need for acquiring a 
knowledge of God: 

1st. Take notice of the knowledge of God. Knowledge can only 
be obtained by experience and all experience we can have of 
God must be by revelation of himself to us and by inspiration 
of his spirit to give us understanding ... of the operations 
of his nature. 

2nd. The helps God hath given us, and what is required of us in 
order to attain this knowledge: (1) the Scriptures (2) the 
preaching of the Gospel (3) the influences of his grace and 
operations of his Spirit (4) Uvmg witnesses etc. — our 
duty (1) to awake out of our slumber (2) cease from sinning 
(3) turn to righteousness. 

3rd. TTie great impropriety of our remaining destitute of this 
knowledge.!^ 

Backwoodsmen were beyond doubt “discombobulated” 
when one Methodist bishop exhibited his breadth of 
learning by opening a talk with these words : “My beloved 
hearers, I shall in the first place speak to you of the things 
which you know; second, of what I know; third, of the 
things neither of us know.”^^ Bitterly sectarian sermons 
were common at the eleven o’clock meetings, as western 
preachers were loquacious and dogmatic on matters of 
creed. At a Goose Creek encampment of 1822 in Ken- 
tucky, Peter Cartwright held his audience of an estimated 
ten thousand long past their lunchtime with a three-hour 
discourse ridiculing Baptist opposition to infant baptism. 
His acid remarks caused a visiting Baptist minister 
to depart in haste before the talk was finished — much to 
Cartwright’s delight, for an elderly lady had promised 
the Methodist churchman a suit of clothes if his opponent 
could not stand his ground.’^® Camp services were likewise 
jarred off schedule by visits from denominational rivals 
who used the speaker’s stand to attack Methodist 
theology. 
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The inevitable exhortations came after the conclusion 
of the prepared address at the eleven o’clock session. 
These enthusiastic and often nonintellectual discourses 
of the licensed preachers and exhorters wounded the 
feelings of some by their pertinacity and raucousness. 
An Indiana itinerant credited one exhorter with such 
powerful lungs that it seemed as if he could be “heard 
distinctly one mile in every direction on a stiU night.” 
People attending a Hockhocking, Ohio, camp meeting 
complained to Benjamin Lakm that a particular evange- 
list pleaded with such vigor that “nobody could heare 
[s/c] for him.” Lakin’s characteristic response was that 
while he agreed the man should have been less noisy, he 
would leave the matter “in the hands of God.”^^ 

An exhorter’s remarks as he reprimanded members of 
the audience for slight or serious misdeeds undoubtedly 
subjected certain individuals to great embarrassment. In 
one talk, the Reverend James Axley upset daydreaming 
worshipers by pointing an accusing finger at a little girl 
who had been giggling and chattering during the preced- 
ing sermon, by reprimanding a man for sleeping during 
the service, and by sharply criticizing “that dirty, nasty, 
filthy tobacco-chewer, sitting on the end of that front 
seat” for spitting aU over the floor.^® Other exhorters, 
using the “Homeric epithets of early Methodism,” alter- 
nately issued sharp warnings of impending doom and 
impassioned pleadings to flee from the wrath that was 
to come. 

With the singing of a hymn the morning services were 
concluded. For some, the end of formal worship meant 
but the beginning of private prayer services in special 
tents or in living quarters, services which lasted until the 
noonday meal. Dinnertime around the open fires was a 
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happy visiting time for all except a few “mourners” and 
friends who remained by their side to comfort them with 
prayer, song, and counsel. 

More informahty was to be encountered at the after- 
noon meeting than at any other camp session. Frequently 
it began with the “handshake ceremony” — one of the 
many features of camp meeting religion that permitted 
the worshiper to participate directly. With all the congre- 
gation standing, “you turned to the right, and then to the 
left, shaking hands with whosoever stood next to you.”^® 
There was also audience participation that was spon- 
taneous. It took a hardy voice to be heard over the chit- 
chat of the bystanders and the fervent shouts of “Halle- 
lujah!” “A-a-men, A-a-men!” and “Praise God!” While 
the minis ter could accept such heartfelt enthusiasm as a 
token of his effectiveness, he was negatively impressed 
with the talking, whistling, and strolling about of the less 
serious-minded. Most disturbing were the activities of the 
whiskey vendors illicitly operating on or about the 
grounds. The consumption of their wares inevitably led 
to high-spirited rowdiness when some spectators engaged 
in gay repartee with the itinerants or attempted to start a 
free-for-all. 

Another trial to the ministers were the “religious 
crackpots” drawn to these well-attended woodland Beth- 
els. Cartwright told of one mystic at an 1822 encampment 
who wanted to preach the novel doctrine that “a Christian 
could live so holy [a] . . . life, that he would never die, 
but become all immortal, soul, body, and all.” The 
rostrum was denied him, although he flattered the back- 
woods preacher by informing him he had been revealed as 
one of the elect in a recent heavenly message. As Cart- 
wright put it, he felt himself “accountable to the people 
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as well as to the Lord, for the doctrines advanced from 
the stand.”^’ 

Camp meeting preachers not only had to be fiery 
orators, moving their audiences mto raptures or instilling 
in them an overpowering sense of guilt and fear, but they 
also had to be mentally agile, for they never knew when 
someone would take exception to their preachments. 
Years of service usually qualified them to deal with the 
most unlikely contingency. Cartwright, when confronted 
with a large, disorderly Sunday crowd at a Roaring 
River Circuit encampment in Tennessee during the sum- 
mer of 1821, put them in a receptive mood by relatmg a 
few anecdotes. His humorous stories aroused interest and 
made many laugh. This manner of preaching so irritated 
one man sitting down front that he shouted at the circuit 
rider, “Make us cry — make us cry; don’t make us 
laugh.” Cartwright vehemently retorted: “I don’t hold 
the puckering strings of your mouths, and I want you 
to take the negro’s eleventh commandment; that is. Every 
man mind his own business.”^® 

On Simday, the banner day, camp leaders arranged for 
two consecutive afternoon sermons. No particular topic 
was considered most appropriate, and the themes varied 
from time to time. K the worshiper had been present at 
the Randolph Grove, Ulmois, encampment of 1831, he 
might have his prejudices appealed to by an evangel’s 
denunciation of eastern missionaries and correspondents 
who 

represent this country as a vast waste and the people as very 
ignorant; but if I were going to shoot a fool, I should not take 
aim at a Western man, but would go down by the seashore and 
cock my fusil at the imps who live off oysters. 

As soon as the first speaker sat down, another began to 
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rail against the popular vices of the campers; horse racing 
came in for the severest censure. “There is a class of 
people,” said the itinerant, “who can’t go to hell fast 
enough on foot, so they get on their poor, mean ponies 
and go to the horse-race.”^® Many a worshiper would 
have liked to answer him derisively, although all but a 
few restrained themselves. They had long since become 
reconciled to harangues against their shortcomings. Some 
bystanders, however, did talk back to the preacher, who 
m turn tried to argue them down. 

With a large crowd in attendance, fund raisers who 
were given the rostrum became particularly eloquent in 
the hope of furthering some favored enterprise. Money 
was taken up for Bibles, tracts, and all other religious 
purposes.®® Superannuated preachers and building funds 
for new churches were recipients as well. Amounts col- 
lected at these gatherings were exceedingly modest, often 
totaling less than five dollars.®^ Pioneers and hard cash 
were comparative strangers, as the circuit rider’s own 
income testified. The platform technique of the minister 
of Wyandot Mission fame, James B. Finley, was especially 
effective for fund appeals. He solicited funds for his work 
by presenting a converted Indian chief, “Between-the- 
Logs,” whose weird English phrases were supplemented 
by the remarks of an interpreter. Thus many camp 
audiences were thrilled as were the Marylanders at the 
Baltimore and Severn encampments in July, 1826, when 
they listened to a “powerful financial appeal to thousands 
on behalf of the poor Indians . . . starving for the bread 
of life.”®® An 1843 spokesman even exhibited “Texas 
horned toads in alcohol” to arouse interest in proposed 
church buildings for Galveston and Houston in the Lone 
Star Republic.®® 
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Considerable church business was conducted at 
encampments. Deacons or presiding elders were ordained, 
disputes between class members arbitrated, and circuit 
policies made. Circuit missionary societies and class meet- 
ings convened there.^* Through all these many activities 
the people waited, some patiently, some impatiently, for 
the main event — the spontaneous appeal that would 
be aimed at moving the heart of the most hardened sinner. 
It was for this that they had come, and seldom were 
they disappointed. The ministers prepared the way by 
moving sermons, which ranged from a one-word text 
like “Mercy” or “Justice” to an elaborate discourse that 
sketched in overpowering detail the torments of hell and 
the joys of heaven.*® 

At an Eagle Creek, Ohio, campground James Quinn 
delineated the Judgment Day, using as a text Ps. 1:3-6, 
which included the frightening words: “For the Lord 
knoweth the way of the righteous: but the way of the 
ungodly shall perish.” Quinn described the sacrificial 
offerings of Jesus Christ, the atonement by which “rebel 
man” was permitted to make a covenant with his God, 
and the final judgment scene. Confronted with this lumi- 
nous picture of a dissolving firmament, “few could retain 
their seats.”*® 

The exhorters who aided the regular circuit preachers 
did not mind using unconventional means to press home 
a point. Joshua Thomas, who was attending an island 
camp meeting off Maryland’s Eastern Shore in the early 
thirties, arose and cast his low-crowned hat aside; his 
longcoat went the same way. Then he turned to the 
expectant audience and said, “It seems to me I must first 
shout.” Jumping up and down, he clapped his hands, say- 
ing over and over again, “Glory, Glory!” until he was in 
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a mood of deep religious fervor. The audience wondered 
at first about this strange action. Then some ventured an 
“Amen!” Soon shouts of “Glory, Glory!” “Amen!” and 
“Praise the Lord!” reverberated from the sides of the 
stand. Exhorter Thomas, satisfied with this emotional dis- 
play, launched an earnest appeal. At an early Ohio 
camp meeting, one mother felt so strongly the need to 
awaken fellow sinners that she exhorted for several hours 
even though she had started to nurse her baby.*'' Emotion- 
ally aroused, other worshipers started to sing spontane- 
ously. Enthusiasm mounted as a refrain was sung out 
lustily from aU parts of the clearing. It has been truth- 
fully said that in the early days of Methodism, congrega- 
tional singing was worship and the beginning of prayer. 

The time had now come for the altar service, the core 
of camp meeting religion. The people “set more store” 
by this worship form, whether occurring in the afternoon 
or evening, than any other. Worship at the altar offered 
the greatest opportunity for audience participation; it 
was as much a property of the people as of the preacher 
on the rostrum.** At the end of formal worship pulses 
inevitably quickened when the circuit rider issued the call: 

Come all the world; come sinner, thou. 

All things in Christ are ready now.®® 

Never elaborate, the setting of the altar event varied 
in simplicity according to the facilities the encampment 
provided. There were the “mourner’s benches,” “mourn- 
er’s tents” or “praying tents,” and “praying circles.” In the 
larger camp meetings the center of interest was the mourn- 
er’s bench located directly in front of the pulpit. To the 
godly this structure was also known as the “altar”; to the 
scoffers, because of its similarity to a hog enclosure, it 
was the “pen.” By the 1820’s the title “anxious seat” 
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also came into use. In composition the altar ranged from 
an allocated first row of seats for mourners to a spacious 
enclosed area, often twenty or thirty feet square, down 
the center of which ran a rail fence segregating the men 
from the women. By definition, a mourner was “one who, 
becoming alarmed about the state of his soul, began to 
pray and seek deliverance from the bondage and domina- 
tion of sin.”®“ Thus the sinners who wished to be “in- 
structed” were isolated from the saved persons and sinners 
not yet moved. Here they could find “peace.” 

Mourner’s tents began to appear only after 1820 and 
were complementary to the altar worship. Canvas shelters, 
sometimes as large as fifty feet long and thirty feet wide, 
they were especially popular in the East. On some camp- 
grounds they were pitched within the altar area; on others, 
they were set up on the edges of the open-air auditorium. 
Lights were kept burning within through the night, and 
a drawn curtain separated male and female compart- 
ments. As in the altar area, the floor was covered with 
straw. Frequently, as at an Indiana camp meeting of 
1829, bundles of straw were piled up next to the outer 
walls to serve as seats but “at that moment . . . were used 
to support the heads and the arms of the close-packed 
circle of men and women who kneeled on the floor.” At 
that same encampment Negro mourner’s tents were set 
up. Private worship was also carried on in them when all 
other services had ceased.®^ 

The “praying circles” or “prayer rings” materialized 
when a group of respected laymen and preachers joined 
hands to form a circle and asked all who felt themselves 
sinners to enter therein. This “circle of brotherly love,” 
as it was also known, appears to have been mostly an 
eastern camp meeting custom, since the backwoods circuit 
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riders made little mention of it, but emphasized the 
mourner’s bench. The prayer ring was evidently a substi- 
tute for the altar area device.®^ 

Such was the setting for the afternoon altar service. 
The religious content of this form of worship almost 
defies description. There was a bewildering complex of 
simultaneous prayers, of heartfelt shouts by the penitent, 
of impassioned appeals to the sinners by fervent preach- 
ers who shouted, stamped, and gesticulated with great 
effectiveness, of heart-searching testimonials, and of in- 
spiring hymns and chants. 

Song played a major role at the altar services, for 
camp songs helped light revival fires. A considerable 
number of song texts were written during camp meetings 
by two Great Revival alumni, John A. Granade and Caleb 
Jarvis Taylor. One Methodist chronicler explained that 
although these creations possessed little poetry, they 
“served to excite the feelings of devotion,” and “entered 
into a description of it.”®* Does not this narrative of per- 
sonal religious experience by Granade graphically de- 
scribe the altar devotionals? 

Sinners through the camp are falling; 

Deep distress their souls pervade 
Wondr’ring why they are not rolling 
In the dark infernal shade. 

Grace and mercy, long neglected. 

Now they ardenfly implore; 

In an hour when least expected 
Jesus bids them weep no more. 

Hear them then their God extolling, 

TeU the wonders he had done; 

While they rise, see others falling! 

Light into their hearts have shown.®^ 
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Compositions by other camp meeting song writers 
had similarly suggestive lines: “Pray on, my brethren in 
the Lord,” and “Come, saints and sinners hear me tell, 
the wonders of Immanuel.”^® If one released smner 
shouted joyfully, “I’m converted, glory hallelujah!” the 
whole audience might respond with the spiritual “Shout 
Old Satan’s Kingdom Down.”®® Testimonial songs re- 
vealed the happy state of the penitent at the altar: 

When I hear the pleasing sound 
Of weeping mourners just converted. 

The dead’s alive, the lost is found. 

The Lord has healed the broken-hearted. 

When I join to sing his praise. 

The heart, in holy raptures use; 

I view Immanuel’s land afar, 

I shout and wish my spirit there. 

Glory, honour and salvation; 

What I feel is past expression.®'^' 

The emotional impact of the more mournful type of 
song was exhibited at a camp meeting on the Fishing 
River Circuit near Liberty, Illinois, in July, 1823. Two 
Methodist ministers had preached and exhorted in turn. 
One of them began leading the hymn and when he came 
to the second verse — “Soon as from earth I go. What 
will become of me!” — the power 

of the Almighty came down in such a wonderful manner as is 
seldom witnessed. Brother Harris fell back in the pulpit, over- 
come by the influence of the Holy Spirit, and called upon me to 
invite the people forward for prayers. . . . The invitation was no 
sooner extended than the mourners came pouring forward in a 
body for prayers till the altar was filled with weeping penitents.®* 

The meeting continued that afternoon and all night. 

Another glimpse of the altar service is given by an 
English traveler who attended an Indiana encampment 
of 1819. At eleven o’clock in the morning the altar was 
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already crowded with mourners. The preacher gave a 
soulful prayer, followed by a thought-provoking sermon 
based on the reflection, “What will become of the church 
when we are dead and gone?” His address being inter- 
rupted by the aroused audience, he left the platform. 
Then 

a tune was struck up and sung with grand enthusiasm. The 
worship now proceeded with a new energy; the prompter in the 
pulpit had succeeded in giving it an impulse, and the music was 
sufficient to preserve emotion. The inclosure was so much crowded 
that its inmates had not the liberty of lateral motion, but were 
literally hobbhng en masse. My attention was particularly directed 
to a girl of about twelve years of age, who while standing could 
not be seen over her taller neighbours; but at every leap she was 
conspicuous above them. The velocity of every plunge made her 
long loose hair flirt up as if a handkerchief were held by one of 
its comers and twitched violently. Another female, who had 
arrived at womanhood, was so much overcome that she was 
held up to the breeze by two persons who went to her relief. I 
never before saw such exhaustion. The vertebral column was com- 
pletely pliant, her body, her neck, and her extended arms, bent 
in every direction successively. It would be impossible to describe 
the diversity of cases; they were not now confined within the 
fence, but were numerous among the people without. Only a 
small proportion of them could fall within the observation of any 
one bystander. The scene was to me equally novel and curious.®® 

Yet altar services were often solenm, prayerful occasions. 
Such was the case of a Portsmouth, Ohio, encampment 
of August, 1818. After delivering a sermon, the circuit 
rider exhorted his listeners to attend to their religious 
impressions. Those mourners who had found by experi- 
ence that the tumult at the altar lessened their convictions 
were advised to go to the grove to seek God m secret. 
“Many tried the experiment. The lonely valley soon 
became vocal with bitter lamentations; and although 
they could not hear the cries of each other, they could 
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not refrain their own. Many were thus converted in the 
woods.”^® 

While the afternoon altar period was a disquieting 
time for many souls, for others it was a highly amusing 
form of entertainment. Peter Cartwright had to contend 
with “idle professors” and “idle spectators” who were 
overcrowding the altar at his Russellville, Kentucky, camp 
meeting in 1822. Fearing that sincere seekers, particularly 
the ladies, were kept from coming forward, he directed 
that the avenues leading to it be kept clear, forbade “stand- 
ing on the seats and . . . around the pales of the altar,” and 
sharply circumscribed the number of persons authorized 
inside the enclosure." 

With the cessation of the afternoon program the camp- 
ers again had a chance to visit and time to prepare and 
enjoy the evening meal. Yet by now there were many who 
were beyond caring for sociability or physical comforts. 
This was especially the case if it were one of the conclud- 
ing days of the encampment. Tension had been moimting 
steadily, and mourners who had failed to find “release” 
in the afternoon worship were still being attended by 
earnest friends. For them the day had been one continu- 
ous religious battle. And now night was falling. 

The forest setting of this solemn hour was both 
mysterious and awe-inspiring. Flickering lamps and 
candles were attached to the trees, while flaming elevated 
tripods and smoking campfires also helped illuminate 
the woodland auditorium. To one visitor all the lights 
seemed to have but one effect, “everywhere more was 
hidden than seen.” Circuit preacher James B. Finley 
experienced the same reaction. He described the “in- 
numerable lamps hung out, casting their lights among the 
branches,” the “village of snowy tents,” and then the 
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novel sight of hundreds of campers with torches passing 
to and fro in answer to the trumpet’s summons. As a 
hymn was sent out into the night air, the total effect was 
“to awaken the most solemn reflections.”^^ 

At candlelighting time devotions might open with a 
joyful refrain: 

Come my Christian friends and brethren 
Bound for Canaan’s happy land: 

Come unite, and walk together, 

Christ the Saviour gives command. . . . 

Here’s my hand, my heart and spirit 
Now in fellowship. I’ll give; . . . 

Now we’ll preach and pray together. 

Praise, give thanks and shout and sing. 

Now we’ll strengthen one another. 

And adore our heavenly King.^® 

If a Peter Cartwright were present, the best in frontier 
pulpit oratory could then be heard. On one occasion he 
spent some forty minutes on waggish talk, in which 
“shafts of ridicule, bon mots, puns and side-splitting 
anecdotes sparkeled, flashed and flew like hail, til the 
vast auditory was convulsed with laughter.” Then grad- 
ually his manner changed, his face grew serious, his voice 
earnest. Soon “tears came to his eyes and he descanted on 
the horrors of hell til every shuddering face was turned 
downward, as if expecting to see the solid globe rent 
asunder.” When he made his call for the mourners to 
come to the altar, five hundred persons pressed forward.** 
If the opening of an evenmg meetmg revealed a noisy, 
antagonistic crowd, a different technique was called for. 
Desiring to prevent disorder and to channel mischievous 
energy mto rehgious enthusiasm, one minister at a Fre- 
donia, Illinois, encampment spoke on civil and religious 
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liberty. He appealed to all those in whom flowed the 
“blood of the patriot sires of ’76” to join with the leaders 
to prevent the rabble from endangering the camp meet- 
ing’s religious rights and privileges. As a result, the eve- 
ning services were carried out successfully.^® 

Often a rip-roaring, hell-fire sermon paved the way for 
a spirited evening session. The enormous depravity of 
man and the last judgment were portrayed. Here the pul- 
pit thumper would describe the day of reckoning in vivid 
detail, as did the Presbyterian James McGready when 
he depicted the “fork-like cloven flames, the thunder, the 
general destruction of all things.” “As yet, indeed, I have 
not felt the earth tremble under my feet; it seems to stand 
firm,” he added as he stamped on the pulpit floor, “and 
as yet I hear not the rolling of the thunder of doom; but it 
may, nevertheless, be at hand.”^® Then would come the 
offer to help “anxious sinners to wrestle with the Lord.” 

Evening altar services began as the formal worship 
ended, although the aroused participants noted no sharp 
break in the continuity. As seekers came forward, the 
impromptu proceedings commenced. Elder church mem- 
bers and preachers mingled with them, and soon the air 
was filled with singing and shouting. Frequently, women 
were chosen to sing for those under stress in the altar 
area or mourner’s tents. Housewives were said to be par- 
ticularly “good shouters.” With all this activity the camp 
meeting was aglow with life. 

By its very nature, the evening worship conformed to 
no set pattern. James Gilruth’s candlelight service at a 
Granville Circuit, Ohio, camp meeting of 1831 was brief. 
After he preached from Matt. 11:28, “Come unto me, 
all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you 
rest,” there followed only one exhortation. The campers 
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then went to their tents and “spent the evening til about 
eleven o’clock singing and praying — then the signal of 
rest was given and all retired to sleep.”^'^ Again, short 
devotionals at the altar sometimes permitted song-fests 
in the mourner’s tents to be held far into the night. 

If the spirit ran high, however, night altar exercises 
were prolonged by testimonials of personal religious ex- 
periences. In an age when a person was not ashamed of 
exhibiting his inner feelings, one man after another 
eagerly told of his sinful past and spiritual rebirth, as he 
urged others “to git religion.” Weeping and repeated 
shouts of “Praise Jesus!” “Hallelujah!” and the like punc- 
tuated these volunteer exhortations. Walking back and 
forth one happy soul chanted, “I have been a great sinner, 
and was on the way to be damned; but I am converted 
now, thank God — Glory, Glory!” — occasionally turning 
around on one heel and giving a loud whoop.^® Affirma- 
tions were more restrained when the leaders asked for 
recitations of favorite Bible verses. In the space of half an 
hour, forty to fifty Scripture texts would be spun forth. 
From time to time the circuit riders intervened with tell- 
ing comments on particular selections. Itinerants often 
encouraged the penitent to “cry aloud and spare not.”^® In 
their exhortations these soul-melting ministers preached 
the certitude of eternal damnation for the unrepentant 
sinner and the joy of salvation. The tenor of their remarks 
is indicated by the opinion of one convert that no one was 
saved until he “could first smeU fire and brimstone.” 

As in the afternoon altar service, songs were selected 
with care for the purpose of “encouraging and instructing 
the seeker in the way of mercy.” Preacher Finley fondly 
recalled “Father John” Collins lining a hymn at one Eagle 
Creek, Ohio, camp meeting when “all could tell that his 
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heart was filled with emotion too big for utterance.” And 
when the song was sung, “as only the Methodists in early 
times could sing at camp meetings,” it seemed “as if the 
soul of the entire encampment was m the sound, and went 
up to heaven as an offering of praise.”®® Even the biased 
Englishwoman, Frances Trollope, conceded that an eve- 
ning hymn in a forest setting had a “solemn and beautiful 
effect.” A popular technique of the preachers was to step 
down from the platform and circulate through the crowd 
while giving out a hymn. One counseled his listeners: 

Now the truth is gaining ground, 

By their testimony. 

Weighty testimony saved, 

Sweeter than the honey: 

Humble souls begin to see 
In the heavenly mystery; 

And they hold and preach and sing, 

Christ the great salvation. 

Let their testimony ring 
Through the whole creation.®^ 

In addition to rendering old favorites, a song leader 
was often inspired to improvise new tunes on the spot by 
simp ly furnishing several lines to which the audience 
responded with a simple chorus. After the congregation 
had stmg that, he was ready with another hastily-devised 
line or two, and so on indefinitely.®^ The altar services — 
with their conflict of souls in torment — ^were often ad- 
vanced on a wave of song. 

When the services were at their height, every tent 
became a “bethel of struggling Jacobs and prevailing 
Israels,” every tree “an altar,” and every grove “a secret 
closet.” The campers were held fast in the grip of religious 
ardor. Dozens of prayers were offered up simultaneously 
and a stranger might infer “that the one praying assumed 
that God was deaf.”®® Sinners and church helpers labored 
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together in prayer and exhortation, and frequent were 
the loud shouts as penitent after penitent “crossed over 
into Beulah land.” 

A sensitive Universalist minister, while visiting one 
Indiana encampment in the 1840’s, was repelled by the 
“noise, uproar, and fanaticism.” He watched with disgust 
the evening marching ceremony, the fiery preaching, and 
the unrestrained exhorting. He noted that “some seemed 
to be suffering intense agony, others as happy as clams at 
high water; some kept their seats, while others were 
hopping, skipping and jumping.” Leaving the camp- 
ground at midnight, he queried himself, “Is this the proper 
way to worship God?”®* On the other hand, an English 
clergyman, while decrying the excessive use of invitation 
to the “anxious seat,” was favorably impressed with the 
preachers’ appeals to the heart and understanding. He 
described a Monday evening service: 

The singing . . . now showed results. Two or three young women 
were fainting under the exhaustion and excitement; and one, who 
was reported as a Methodist, was in hysterical ecstasy, raising her 
hands, rolling her eyes and smiling and muttering. It appeared 
that she courted this type of excitement as many do the dram, and 
was at frequent meetings of this character, for the sake of enjoy- 
ing it TTie regular service began. It was composed of exhorta- 
tion and prayer; and it was excellently conducted The first 

address referred to the past, the effort which had been made; the 

results which ought to follow, but which had not followed 

The next exhortation was on conversion. Some skillful and ortho- 
dox distinctions were established on the subject, as it involves 
the Agency of the Spirit, and the Agency of man. It . . . threw all 
the responsibility of perversity and refusal on the sinner. It made 
a strong impression. 

The third exhortation was on indifference and despondency. The 
subject was well timed and well treated Exhortation and sing- 

ing were renewed; and it was proposed that they should go down 
and pass among the people, for the purpose of conversing with 
them and inducing them to come forward; and fervent prayer of 
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a suitable character was offered in their behalf. . . . Other exhorta- 
tions, of a lower but more noisy character were made, with endless 
singing; favourite couplets would be taken up and repeated without 
end. The effect was various, but it was not good. Some with their 
feelings worn out, had passed the crisis, and it was in vain to seek 
to impress them; while others were unduly and unprofitably 
excited.®® 

Yet with all the confusion and excitement, provision 
was still made for carefully ascertaining the number of 
converts gained and church members admitted — ^two dis- 
tinctly different matters. The custom developed of tally- 
ing in the converts either durmg the two altar services or 
by the visitation of appointed persons to the campers’ 
tents the following morning. As early as 1806 Jesse Lee 
observed that the ministers took great pains to report 
accurately the number who “openly professed.” He de- 
scribed the procedure at a Maryland meeting where lay- 
men were stationed in the congregation to keep an ac- 
coimting. They may have mistaken emotion for penitence, 

but the Christians who were acquainted with the people while they 
were careless about their souls, and were present with them while 
they were under conviction, and at the same time they professed 
to be converted, can tell pretty well whether they were deceived 
or not.®* 

Lists were prepared and then turned over to the appro- 
priate saddlebag preacher or to the class leader to present 
to the next itinerant who took charge of the circuit in 
which the penitents lived.®’ Thus did the Methodist church 
keep in contact with a society m motion. 

When present, the presiding elder talked to the converts 
who were applying for church membership. He stren^- 
ened them in the faith, or, as an open-air revival critic 
phrased it, fixed them “inflexibly in the Methodist pecu- 
liarities and connexion.”®® Outlining the six-months’ pro- 
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bationary period that preceded full connection with the 
church, he stressed the requirement of regular attendance 
at class and circuit quarterly meetings. At a later camp 
session the applicant sat in the altar area during a cere- 
mony in which his name was added to the Methodist rolls; 
he was again counseled in his duty to attend class “accord- 
ing to rule and order.”®® These instructions underscored 
the church’s view that altar conversion was not an end in 
itself. Once accepted into a class, the neophyte came 
under the strict supervision of the Methodist Discipline. 

The fervor of conversion under rowdy circumstances, 
which is all that many observers saw, was only the initial 
step. After that there was the stern discipline exercised by 
a pious but rigidly uncompromising clergy. The camp 
meeting experience heralded the beginning of a new life 
for the happy convert, a Christian way of life that might 
have remained unknown to many but for the existence of 
the forest revival institution. 



8 

Evangels of the Backwoods 


The Lord called them and made them 
ministers, and as polished shafts, hid 

them in his quiver And where did 

Washington and his brave fellows learn 
the dreadful trade of war? Where, but 
on the toilsome march, the tented field, 
or battleground? And yet were there 
ever better soldiers . . . ? And where 
and how did the Methodist preachers 
learn to preach? By preaching. The 
answer to these interrogatories should 
be clearly given by the historian. And 
then it may be asked, where or when 
has there been a better or more success-- 
ful set of truly-evangelical preachers?'^ 
— Circuit rider James Quinn, 1840 


T 

JJL HE WHIPPING BOY 
of many writers on frontier history, the Methodist circuit 
rider has been most often portrayed as illiterate, un- 
trained, and undisciplined. A “giver of violent and sense- 
less harangues,” he has appeared as a humorless person, 
steely eyed, with grave and unrelenting expression. His 
aim was supposedly to sweep the listener into an emo- 
tional fren2y and through bodily exercises — viewed by 
him as a manifestation of God’s power — to terrify the 
poor sinner into repentance (and the Methodist fold). 

The preacher of this caricature was “deplorably ignor- 
ant, bitterly sectarian and wildly fanatical”; “often as 
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illiterate as those who listened” to him.^ His frantic 
speeches, gesticulations, and outcries “set them dancing, 
laughing, barking and jerking.” He could fell “a group 
or a crowd with the sweep of his arm.”® In the somber 
costume of his calling, broad-brimmed hat, round-breasted 
frock coat, and breeches, his hair falling down to his 
shoulders, “the very looks of a Methodist preacher would 
strike terror to the sinner’s heart.”^ One historian grouped 
aU circuit riders together as men who “induced in them- 
selves ‘possession’ by sleepless nights, lack of food, [and] 
long journeys with physical discomfort.” The churchmen, 
more zealous than devout, “broke down the critical senses 
of their congregations by the primitive devices of singing, 
shouting, and stamping in rhythm, just as the savage used 
the rhythm of the drum and the dance to produce an 
hypnotic effect.”® 

It is not difiScult for the student to see that this picture 
has been produced by concentration upon the eccentric 
few — with the result that caricatures, not portraits, have 
been drawn. So much attention has been paid to unortho- 
dox leaders like “Fighting Parson” William G. Brownlow, 
“Father” John Collins, and “Crazy” Lorenzo Dow, that 
the ordinary saddlebag preacher is often overlooked. It 
is not the speakers who specialized in sober doctrinal 
sermons who are remembered, but those who warned 
their audiences, “You are hair-hung and breeze-shaken 
over Hell.” Actually, there was no circuit rider “type.” 
Frontier ministers, like other mortals, were individuals. 
It is impossible to fit them into the one mold so many 
historians have fashioned for them. 

In the ranks of the selfless itinerants were the imcul- 
tured “son of thunder” and the educated minister, “the 
weepmg prophet” and the rational orator, the vain show- 




Bishop Francis Asbury. 
This earliest known portrait of Methodism’s first bishop, painted in 
Baltimore in 1794, was lost for many years. When found in 1866, 
it had been used as a fire screen and a hole had been cut (at the 
upright hand) for the stovepipe. The painting is now in the Lovely 
Lane Methodist Church, Baltimore, the “Mother Church of Amer- 
ican Methodism,” and is reproduced here by permission of the 
Reverend Kenneth R. Rose. 
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man and the humble introvert who had difficulty finding 
“liberty” in preaching. Jacob Gruber, veteran of many 
circuits in Virginia, North Carolina, and Ohio, was “a 
character” who “copied after no man.” His customary 
outfit was a gray suit of Quakerish cut and a broad- 
brinuned hat, beneath which his long bobbed hair peeked 
out. One of the biggest if not the most impressive of 
circuiteers was James Gilruth. Possessing an exhaustive 
knowledge of the gospel, he had also mastered farming, 
carpentry, shoemaking, and veterinary medicine. This 
Jack-of-all-trades was so robust and indefatigable that 
he needed two horses to carry him on his long journeys 
around the Ohio, Michigan, and Illinois circuits. He 
would ride the horses alternately, allowing the tired nag 
to follow behind.® Jovial, Virgmia-bom Jesse Lee could 
match Gilruth in size. Lee weighed all of two hundred 
and fifty pounds. 

James Axley was remarkable for his down-to-earth 
habits. A habitual tobacco chewer with crudest manners, 
Axley once amused the governor of Ohio, at whose home 
he was a guest, by throwing half-eaten chicken bones on 
the floor for the waiting dogs. His travels took him 
through Ohio, Indiana, Louisiana, North Carolina, Ken- 
tucky, and Tennessee, and wherever he went he was 
accepted on the virile frontier as a man among men. 
James B. Finley, an Indian fighter and hunter-farmer 
product of the Ohio, Carolina, and Kentucky frontiers, 
wrestled with sinners both mentally and physically, as did 
so many of his cohorts. Individualistic colored preachers 
and exhorters, Ohio’s John Stewart and Alabama’s 
“Ned,” had distinctive traits that appealed to their Negro 
audiences.'^ 

The backwoods preacher was by nature a democrat. 
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Speaking the frontiersmen’s language, he won respect. He 
did not look down on the pioneers, for he was one of them. 
With his unsophisticated manners and simple emotional 
appeal, he met the settler on his own level, exerting a 
powerful influence for good upon frontier life.® Staunch 
champion of the moral order and the decent life, the 
saddlebag preacher sought to improve man by the double- 
edged sword of word and deed. Peter Cartwright, although 
a rough and ready preacher, was the exemplification of 
this type of minister. He vividly portrayed the necessity 
for a roughhewn preaching technique: 

The great mass of our Western people wanted a preacher that 
could mount a stump, a block, or an old log, or stand in the bed 
of a wagon, and without a note or manuscript, quote, expoxmd 
and apply the word of God to the hearts and consciences of 
the people.® 

Like Cartwright, the average circuit rider joined the 
itineracy as a young man, before his arteries were hard- 
ened by caution. 

This rough, tough man of the gospel considered him- 
self not chosen by man but “called by God” to enlist in 
His service. His spiritual qualifications included a com- 
pelling sense of inner conviction, a ready tongue, and an 
eagerness to hunt souis. One circuit rider who “located” 
only to return to the traveling ministry stated he did so 
in the belief “that God hath called me to travel.” The 
reasoning was interesting: 

My belief is founded on (1) a conviction of duty. (2) on seeing 
some fruits of my labours (3) on the accomplishment of Gtod’s 
promises to supply my wants and to make my way clere [sfc] 
before me, and giving me all the satisfaction in the enjo3raDient of 
the comforts of life . . . (4) that when located though God gave 
me the comforts of life he took the enjoyment of them from me — 
I cannot see that I could now locate in faith because (1) I am 
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sensible that I am called to travel (2) I am not sensible that this 
call is reversed by a call to locate (3) if I locate without a call, 
thereto, I shall be out of the order of God (4) in that situation 
cannot expect the blessing of God.^® 

The backwoods evangel, often highly introspective, 
searched his soul for purity of thought and motive — 
sought to purge himself of vanity and selfish ambition. 
The writings of Bishop Asbury, Henry Smith, and Ben- 
jamin Lakin are filled with this self-perfecting struggle. 
Henry Smith during a reflective moment wrote Asbury 
that while performing his duties on the Winchester, Vir- 
ginia, Circuit in 1803 he “enjoyed perfect love,” but 
added, “Ah, how secretly and securely did pride, self-will, 
vanity and many other hurtful desires and unholy things 
lurk within me.” Constantly beset by doubts as to his 
spiritual state, circuit rider Lakin noted in his “Journal” 
in 1809 that he “had not been as faithful” as he should 
have been. Resolving to talk less, read, and pray, he 
begged God “to keep me little and make me unknown 
to the world.”“ Self-indulgence was frowned upon; in 
fact, many backwoods preachers fasted one day each 
week. The morning of the fast day was spent in reading, 
prayer, and meditation. 

As befitted a man in close kinship with God, the 
minister was of grave disposition. Some, like James 
Gihruth, were utterly lacking in a sense of humor. Unusu- 
ally puritanical, he was a rabid abolitionist and an ardent 
temperance man. Moreover, he was always extremely 
conscientious in the utilization of time. Others, like the 
irrepressible Peter Cartwri^t, James B. Finley, and Jacob 
Gruber, did not let otherworldliness blunt their sense of 
humor. They found time to enjoy a good joke, particu- 
larly of the practical variety that was then in vogue. 
Cartwright at an 1827 camp meeting demonstrated his 
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love of a good farce. Plagued by a rowdy threat to break 
up the services, he donned old clothes and late in the 
night mingled with the toughs to learn their strategy. 
Later when the lights were out in the campers’ tents, 
reported Cartwright, he 

slipped down to the brook, and filled the pockets of the old 
overcoat that I had borrowed, with little stones; and as I came 
up to them, they were just ready to commence operations on the 
preacher’s tents; but before they had thrown a single stone, I 
gathered from my pockets my hands full of stones, and flung 
them thick and fast right in among them, crying out, at the top 
of my voice, “Here they are! Here they are! take them! take 
them!” They broke at full speed, and such running I hardly ever 
witnessed.^® 

The task of the God-seekers was the ingathering of 
souls, and consequently they believed their conversation 
must be conducted in a serious vein. The Reverend James 
Quinn’s description of an 1802 party honoring the visit- 
ing Bishop Asbury underscores this mental attitude. As 
soon as the men got together Asbury sanctified the occa- 
sion with a short prayer. The Ohio elder drew this picture: 

The prayer concluded, the company resumed seats; and what then? 
Light chit-chat, mixed with peds of lau^ter, in which all persons 
talk and no one hears? No, no; it was “the feast of reason and 
the flow of soul” in a free flow of conversation and on a variety 
of interesting topics, chiefly of moral and religious character. The 
state of the old world, in religion and politics, occupied a part 
of the time. The revolutions in Europe, the shaking of thrones, 
the fulfillment of prophecy . . . infidelity in Europe and America; 
the spread of the Gospel ... the glorious 1836, which — accord- 
ing to some — was to usher in the glories of the millennium, these 
together with the state of affairs in our own America . . . entered . 
largely into the social entertainments of that pleasant day.’^® 

An anecdote by the same clergyman reveals the moral 
earnestness Asbury transmitted to his followers. Q uinn 
remarked to the General Superintendent that the ferry- 
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man at the Little Hockhocking River in Ohio always 
carried bakers and Methodist clergymen across the river 
free of charge, believing “if they do no good they do no 
harm.” “Ah, that is not true of ministers,” responded 
Asbury, “for the minister who does no good does much 
harm.” The traveling clergy measured its reward in the 
eyes that were opened, the hearts that were comforted, 
and the souls that were saved.“ To them, the struggle was 
its own reward. Their faithfulness became so well known 
that the saying on a stormy day became proverbial: 
“There is nothing out today but crows and Methodist 
preachers.”^® 

A striking characteristic of the frontier ministers was 
their lack of formal education.^® Their cultural deficien- 
cies — only partially a handicap in the backwoods society 
of the early nineteenth century — have aroused the scorn 
of recent students of history. While the preachers in 
homespun were men of limited schooling in a western 
society where illiteracy was a common possession, they 
were not ignorant. Many were former lawyers, doctors, 
and schoolteachers who had been converted, possibly at 
a camp meeting. Moreover, if the circuiteer had been a 
stranger to “book lamin’ ” when he joined the cause, he 
later endeavored to remedy this lack through a process of 
self-education. 

Francis Asbury himself had left school after the sixth 
year. James Quitm had “six or nine months schooling” 
which enabled him to “read pretty well and write some” 
by the time he was eight. Like so many of the circuit 
riders, he came from devout parents who taught him to 
read the Bible. Other pioneer evangelists whose formal 
schooling was almost nonexistent at the time of their 
entry into Methodism included James Axley (“unaccus- 
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tomed to the free use of the pen”), Samuel Parker, Peter 
Cartwright, and Jesse Walker. The last-named could 
recall only twenty days of schooling.^'' A Presbyterian mis- 
sionary on a western visit in 1813 significantly character- 
ized the circuit riders as men of “little learning, though 
when they preach, they begin to study, and many of them 
improve considerably.”^® 

In 1805, a Methodist churchman offered a biblical 
defense against the objection that the camp meeting’s 
principal advocates were “ignorant and illiterate Method- 
ists.” His rebuttal was that if the charge were true, which 
he denied, they were simply followmg St. Paul’s instruc- 
tions to Timothy on preparation for the ministry: “Give 
attendance to reading, to exhortation, to doctrine. Neglect 
not the gift that is in thee.” He added that the Apostle 
Paul had not demanded of Timothy that he be educated, 
but only that he give voice to his spiritual feeling and that 
he preach with a sense of absolute conviction.^® 

This educational handicap, however, must have caused 
many preachers moments of doubt about their vocation. 
Benjamin Lakin, in one of his frequent moods of faltering 
confidence, admitted in his “Journal”: “I many times feel 
so ignorant that I ought not to preach yet I think God 
hath called me to the work and I must go on.”®" Itinerants 
usually made up in moral earnestness what they lacked in 
formal training and instruction. It has been said that 
“religion is not taught but caught.” If this generalization 
is at all true, then it follows that there are a few men 
so alive with spirituality as to be transmission agents; 
the circuit riders belonged to this select group. Thehr 
religious enthusiasm, their inner compulsion, swayed 
many a pioneer; they possessed an itmer fire which often 
swept all before it. 



EVANGELS OF THE BACKWOODS 153 

The worldly success enjoyed by innumerable Methodist 
preachers when they left the ministry reveals the fallacy 
of the generalization that they were of low intellectual 
caliber. The record, on the contrary, shows the saddle- 
bag preacher not only a democrat, but a man of parts. 
Leaders in the spiritual field, an imposing number with 
educational qualifications achieved pre-eminence in other 
spheres as well. James B. Finley, a classical scholar, dou- 
bled as professor of languages at Augusta College, 
Kentucky, and as a lifelong circuit rider. Jesse Lee, first 
historian of American Methodism, was elected four times 
in succession to the chaplainship of the United States 
House of Representatives. Circuit rider William H. 
Milbum twice won that same post and later served as 
chaplain of the Senate. He knew intimately the political 
greats of his day, including Clay, Webster, and Calhoun, 
as well as such distinguished men of letters as Washington 
Irving, William Cullen Bryant, and Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow. Popular as both preacher and lecturer. Mil- 
bum, known as “Blind Man Eloquent,” had a facile pen, 
as his many books demonstrate.^^ 

In his excellence of literary style, Milbum did not 
stand alone. Two western poets and famed religious song 
writers, Jarvis Taylor and John A. Granade, belonged to 
the itineracy. Peter Cartwright and James B. Finley wrote 
autobiographies that rank high in the field of early 
frontier literature. Many of their traveling brethren also 
took time to record their frontier preaching experiences. 
Thomas S. Hinde, an Enghsh-born resident of Newport, 
Kentucky, was a striking example of versatility. He was 
a doctor, local minister, compiler of a popular western 
camp meeting hynmal, and church historian of consider- 
able ability 
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Edward Tifiin, the first governor of Ohio, had served 
earlier as a “local supply.” He was not the only clergy- 
man who engaged in politics along with or subsequent to 
a religious career. William G. Brownlow, veteran of Ten- 
nessee circuits, served as Union governor of Tennessee 
during the Civil War. Peter Cartwright was a shining 
example of the preacher-politician. He was twice elected 
to the Illinois legislature. The one defeat of his public 
career occurred in the Congressional race of 1 846 when 
his campaign efforts to prove Abraham Lincoln an infidel 
failed. Thomas Scott, one of the many who were forced 
to leave the traveling ministry after marriage in order to 
support their families, was elected chief justice of the 
Ohio Supreme Court in 1810. Many other instances 
could be cited of early western preachers who left their 
calling because of financial pressure and made their mark 
elsewhere.^® 

Circuit riding demanded that a man have a hardy con- 
stitution fit to bear the countless physical hardships he 
encountered. The frontier apostle bore these burdens 
with little or no complaint. His attitude recalls to mind 
the apt phrase of Wfiliam Penn, “No Cross, no Crown.” 
Confronted with almost unbroken wilderness, the back 
country minister, like his parishioners, was exposed to all 
the privations incidental to the setting up of a new com- 
munity. The great distances on his circuit meant days 
and even weeks of long riding. Those who carried the 
gospel to the front lines of settlement were men of vigor, 
strength, and great self-reliance — or they did not outlast 
the year’s appointment. They undertook, often alone, 
long and perilous journeys over blind paths, over trails 
marked only by the blazes on the sap ling s, or over roads 
hardly worthy of the name. The saddlebag preacher 
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often outworked the farmer, outrode the hunter, and out- 
distanced the fur trader. 

K married, the frontier preacher frequently had the 
additional burden of working a small farm to keep his 
dependents alive while he traveled the rounds. Farm 
labor had to be done during the intervals between circuit 
tours (perhaps a week) ; farm chores were carried on in 
his absence by his wife and children. In that way he 
attempted to circumvent the condition of poverty forced 
upon him by his pitiful salary. Cartwright observed with 
characteristic forthrightness that married circuit riders 
were “starved into location.” 

While Bishop Asbury did not want his preachers to 
suffer because of their monetary distress, he felt that the 
presence of too many worldly goods would cause a diminu- 
tion of zeal and spirituality. On one occasion he is re- 
ported to have “prayed to the Lord to keep the preachers 
poor.” According to historian Bangs, this prayer was 
not necessary, for “it was very congenial to that covetous 
disposition so natural to men, to withhold when they are 
not compelled to pay.”^^ Not the least of the circuiteer’s 
difficulties was the matter of provisions. Since he had 
little cash of his own for this essential, he was most often 
dependent upon voluntary contributions from the faith- 
ful. “Donation” parties had become customary by the 
forties. “Jerk,” dried strips of venison or beef which did 
not spoil easily, was the backwoods minister’s staple 
stock of food, while he begged oats and com for his 
horse. One of Ws favorite songs depicted this economic 
deprivation: 

No foot of land do I possess 

No cottage in the wildemess^B 

Asbury hims elf never bought a home, and once confessed. 
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“I can hardly command my own coat on my yearly 
allowance.”^® The circuit rider’s living conditions were 
much the same as if he had taken the vow of poverty. 

The problem of lodging added to the physical hazards 
of his occupation. Often he slept on the floor of the 
pioneer’s cabin, or in taverns or other places of enter- 
tainment. Not infrequently he spent the night out in the 
open. Lakin noted that many times he had knocked on 
a settler’s door to ask for a night’s resting place only to 
be curtly turned away. Several days of “riding through 
the rain and sleeping in damp beds” brought him down 
with sickness. A former member of the traveling ministry 
observed that the bare earth was their bed three-fourths 
of the time winter or summer, with “a saddle their pillow 
and the sky their coverlet.”®'^ When free lodging was 
furnished by friendly frontiersmen, whether of Methodist 
or of non-Methodist persuasion, it often meant a rest- 
less night m an overcrowded bed with bugs and fleas. 
While terming the border people “the kindest souls in the 
world,” Asbury added: 

But kindness will not make a crowded log cabin, twelve feet by 
ten, agreeable: without are cold and rain; and within, six adults 
and as many children, one of which is all motion; the dogs too, 
must sometimes be admitted. On Saturday at Felix Earnest’s, I 
found that amonpt my other trials, I had taken the itch; and, con- 
sidering the filthy houses and filthy beds I have met with ... it 
is perhaps not strange that I have not caught it twenty times. . . . 
But we must bear it for the elect’s sake.®* 

Even were there a clean cabin and a relatively private 
bed, a night’s lodging did not represent complete relax- 
ation for the religious visitor. He always led the pioneer’s 
household in Bible reading and prayers before retiring. 
Cartwright told of staying with a family in a Kentucky 
cabin in 1821. Though they were Baptists, “Uncle Peter” 
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led them in devotions, and was gratified to hear two 
young women sing some of the “Methodist camp-meeting 
songs.” Before leaving, the minister customarily had 
morning prayers with his host. One day visitor William 
Colbert forgot to call a fanuly to prayer for the first 
time in his career. Much distressed, he attributed the 
oversight to fatigue, haste, and “a want of faithfulness 
to God.”2® 

Welcome havens for the traveling minister were the 
“Methodists Preacher Harbors.” These were the known 
homes of Methodist adherents which were always open 
to an itinerant; they afforded hipi a chance to rest up 
for a few days, to mend and wash his threadbare clothes, 
and to write letters. Asbury termed them places at which 
he could “get refitted.” An itmerant, speaking from 
experience, sketched the typical circuit rider’s housing 
and food problems; 

[He] ... lay out all night, wet, weary, and hungry, held his horse 
by the bricfle all night, or tied him to a limb, slept with his saddle 
blanket for a bed, his saddle or saddle-bags for his pillow, and 

his old big coat or blanket, if he had any, for a covering [He] 

ate roasting ears for bread, drank buttermilk for coffee, or sage 
tea for imperial; took, with a hearty zest, deer or bear meat, or 
wild turkey, for breakfast, dinner, and supper, if he could get it . . . 
This was old-fashioned Methodist preacher fare and fortune. 
Under such circumstances, who among us would now say, “Here 
am I, Lord, send me?”*® 

This outdoor life, working, riding, and sleeping in the 
open in season and out, occasionally broke the devoted 
churchman’s health. The famous contemporary portrait 
of the itinerant traveling on horseback with cape and 
umbrella through the driving storm is not only picturesque 
but factual. Fording swollen streams on horseback or on 
foot in aU kinds of weather with saddlebags slung over 
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his shoulder, the itinerant often was prey to chdlls and 
fever (“the ague”), the chronic frontier sickness. Alfred 
Brunson was stricken with “the quinsy” in the spring, 
and went without a tie in the summer to “get browned in 
face and neck.” In the winter, leggings, a big coat, and 
an ximbrella were useful as protection from the elements. 
Such primitive preventive medicine did not always suf- 
fice. His own practitioner, the circuiteer was limited to 
the known and available remedies of the time. One re- 
ported, “In a few days I let blood again, and supping 
the barks and wine freely broke the ague.”®^ 

Frontier evangelists continued their rounds as long 
as they were able to move. Asbury, the “outrider,” was 
often so ill that he had to be hoisted into the saddle and 
tied on when he started a jomney to his appointments, 
frequently too weak to speak audibly; his adherence to 
duty was paralleled by that of many others. Benjamin 
Lakin, on the Hockhocking Circuit in September, 1809, 
described his experience of crossing the Scioto River as 
follows: 

. . . my horse plunged into deep water and came out the same 
side I went in at; and in getting up a steep bank lost my [saddle] 
baggs and was some time before I could get them again, Just 
as I got my ba^ the ague took me. I rode about ten miles 
with wet clothes on shake and puking til I puked blood. On the 
nejil morning I attended the meeting and preached.*® 

His “Journal” entry two days later read “in bed with the 
ague and fever.” Rarely did the men miss an appoinfinent. 
HI health seemed merely to intensify their will to win con- 
verts. William Colbert, speaking of traveling while “very 
unfit,” summed up the point of view of his whole pro- 
fession: there was “no rest for Preachers while so many 
are flocking the downward road.”®* 



EVANGELS OF THE BACKWOODS 159 

When the minister’s camp meeting labors — long 
hours of preaching and praying on the rostrum, in the 
“prayer rings,” or in the hot tents — are added to his 
ordinary circuit duties, the good health he usually enjoyed 
seems little short of miraculous. Exposure to the night 
air, inclement weather, and infrequent changes of cloth- 
ing made a life “well calculated to wear them out.” A 
camp leader commented on the hardy circuit rider in 
the same vein: “We have been ready to say truly, ‘They 
are immortal thl their work is done.’ 

For some of the traveling clergy the work load was 
too great. Captain Frederick Marryat, the English visitor, 
quoted one man to show that the laity t3n:annized the 
leaders of the democratic churches by constantly demand- 
ing the new and unusual. He also related to his readers 
that it was “a weU-known fact that there is a species of 
bronchitis or affection of the lungs peculiar to the minis- 
ters of the United States, arising from their labours in 
their profession.” Another observer, the Reverend Andrew 
Reed, was even less restrained in his commentary. He 
told Marryat, “It is these excessive, multitudinous, and 
often protracted religious occasions, together with the 
spirit that is in them, which have been for some years 
breaking up, and breaking down, the clergy of this 
land.”*® 

Yet many itinerants thrived on the rugged regimen. 
Peter Cartwright had seventy-one years in the travelmg 
ministry, Henry Smith sixty-five, and James B. Finley 
more than thirty-four years. Such service records demon- 
strate the weakness of the sweepmg statements made by 
some that camp meeting leaders were soon physically 
and mentally debilitated by the religious practices of the 
“shouting Methodists.” 
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In common with the pioneer hunter-farmer, these 
prophets in the wilderness had the Indian peril to combat. 
They took their chances of meeting with an Indian arrow 
or tomahawk. Alarms were frequent even in the pacified 
regions. A story is told of the Reverend John Strange’s 
journeying from blockhouse to blockhouse in the newly 
formed BrookviUe Circuit of the Indiana Territory during 
the troubled year of 1812. Upon arriving, if all the 
settlers were still safe from the marauders, he led the 
singing of a hymn that began “And are we yet alive.”*® 
The circuit riders gloried in the endless tasks and the 
hardships and dangers iucurred in the Cause of the King- 
dom. Their reward, as quaintly expressed by preacher 
William Burke, was a selfless one: “We were gratifled in 
having souls for our hire, and rejoiced to see the wilder- 
ness blossom as the rose.”*’ 

Unquestioned loyalty to the Methodist church and 
iron obedience to superiors in the true mili tary tradition 
were demanded of them. Their method of appointment 
and advancement, already described, was indicative of 
the rigid supervision. It was likewise demonstrated in 
the day-by-day operation of the circuit rider system and 
in the training program laid out for the neophyte. The 
disciplinary techniques the church exerted over its hard- 
riding spokesmen constitute another of the many topics 
slighted or ignored altogether in many studies of western 
society. 

Strict adherence to the Discipline was enjoined upon 
the backwoods evangel. The Prince of Darkness would 
find little opportunity to communicate with the traveling 
preacher who followed the regulations closely. The 
“First Discipline” of 1784 included these admonitions: 

1. Be diligent. Never be unemployed. Never be t rifling employed. 
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Never while away time; never spend any more time at any 
place than is strictly necessary. 

2. Be serious. Let your motto be, “Holiness to the Lord.” Avoid 
all lightness, jesting, and foolish talking. 

3. Converse sparingly and cautiously with women 

4. Do not affect the gentleman. You have no more to do with 
that character than a dancing master. A preacher of the 
gospel is the servant of all.®* 

The itinerant was urged to develop his capacities to the 
utmost; instructions were to spend five hours daily in 
study when “not traveling or engaged in public exercises.” 
His reading, to be accompanied by much meditation and 
prayer, was to include the Scriptures, Mr. Wesley's Rules, 
The Christian Library, and “other pious books.”*® Men 
of Methodism, always on the move, were advised by their 
supervisors to maintain records so they could keep track 
of themselves. They customarily carried in their leather 
saddlebags journals or “notebooks,” sermon notes, a plan 
of itinerary (to avoid repetition at appointments), and 
account ledgers of their book sales. Also crammed in 
their saddlebags were a change of clothing and shaving 
equipment. This habit produced eflScient record-keepers, 
for which the western historian can be grateful; it also 
had the unfortunate effect of making the circuiteers 
fond of statistics. Many “notebooks,” moreover, were 
the basis of autobiographies and biographies later pub- 
lished by the Methodist Book Concern. Such memoirs 
are a fruitful source for frontier mores and camp meeting 
history.^® 

To make sure that the church regulations were being 
carried out, stringent supervision was exercised through 
the clerical hierarchy all the way down to the veteran 
circuit rider who directed the first steps of the younger 
hand. Delinquency reports were filed on the preachers by 
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their co-workers and presiding elders. The annual confer- 
ences acted as judicial bodies in bringing to task violators 
of the rules. 

Ministers were removed from circuits for many reasons; 
personality clashes, argumentativeness, and “worldliness” 
are often mentioned. An example of the last was Benjamin 
Lakin’s adverse report on his helper, Joseph Mains, for 
“inattention and light conduct” while traveling the White 
Oak, Ohio, Circuit in 1811. Mains’ tour of duty in that 
year had been in the nature of a trial prescribed by the 
conference, for he had already been singled out as a 
person of questionable merit.^^ Alfred Brunson recalled 
being reprimanded by his presiding elder when the latter 
received a complaint from Brunson’s riding companion, 
the senior preacher of the two, that Brunson had dared 
to say the blessing for several meals in visiting homes 
without waiting for his superior to arrive at the table. 
Two yoimg exhorters, Thomas S. Hinde and James B. 
Finley, were tactfully disciplined in private by presiding 
elder John Collins when their overzealousness prompted 
them to start an unauthorized camp service of their own 
at a Deer Creek Circuit encampment in Ohio during 
1809.^ With such a system of close supervision it was 
possible to detect quickly and remove from the order 
that unusual character, the fraudulent circuiteer, who 
had joined up to further his own aims. 

Absolute simplicity in dress and ornamentation was 
demanded by the Methodist church of its members and 
clergy to avoid pleasing personal vanity. Devout members 
did not wear rings or other ornaments, frills on clothes, 
or “artificials” (cosmetics). The “First Discipline” ad- 
monished the clergyman to give no encouragement to 
“superfluity of apparel,” and this rule was strictly en- 
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forced.^® When William Capers joined the preaching 
ranks in 1809 he ripped off his “deep frill of linen 
cambric and large breastpin,” since in Methodist eyes 
these were disapproved decorations. He was but one of 
many who had to give up such evidences of “self-indul- 
gence.” The extremes to which plainness could reach are 
evident in the case of the unfortunate Reverend James 
Kelsey, a Georgia minister, who was brought up before 
the quarterly conference on the charge of ostentatious 
display in the wearing of “gold spectacles.” The presiding 
elder upheld him over the objections of some of the mem- 
bers. One lady who sided with preacher Kelsey confided 
in her diary, “I am almost ashamed of it.”^* 

Yet the circuit rider system was not aU harsh disci- 
pline and rigid control from above. There was much 
camaraderie; many deep friendships were formed among 
the itinerants, and even between the presiding elder and 
his subordinates. Bishop Asbury showed the way by his 
socially democratic behavior. His mini sterial friends were 
legion, and traveling companions who went along with him 
on his tours received nicknames. Thus he dubbed one 
preacher, Nicholas Snethen, “his silver trumpet.”^® Un- 
doubtedly the criticism the leaders gave was constructive 
— an evidence of a desire to help the itinerant to be a 
better church spokesman. 

The training programs that were developed for the 
preachers are stiU another instance of church discipline. 
In the earliest days of the traveling ministry, the only 
study edict was the Discipline. Yet even then there must 
have been others, besides Cartwright, whose supervisors 
gave them a study and reading course in literary and 
theological works and examined them quarterly. The 
Discipline of 1816 set forth a specific training plan. It 
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was made the duty of the bishops or a committee 
appointed by the annual conferences to prescribe a course 
of study to be pursued by candidates for the itineracy. 
The presiding elder was to direct the trainees, and the 
latter were not to be admitted into full connection until 
they gave “satisfactory evidence respecting their knowl- 
edge of those particular subjects.” Later, some of the 
conferences set up curricula. The Illinois Conference in 
1825 established one which included “the principles of 
church government, especially your own, the philosophy 
or grammar of the English language, geography, ancient 
history, ecclesiastical history, moral and natural philoso- 
phy, and logic.”^® The General Conference of 1820 urged 
the annual conferences to establish literary mstitutions 
and authorized the bishops to appoint itinerants as ofl&cers 
and teachers in these colleges. Thereafter, schools and 
colleges were vigorously promoted among Methodists.^’ 
But what educational opportunities existed for frontier 
preachers prior to the formation of these colleges? The 
early churchmen received their largest share of training 
through riding the circuit and preaching under the sage 
counsel of an older hand on their first round. It was 
often said among the Methodists that “the circuit is the 
true college of the young preacher.” Peter Cartwright 
described the dearth of Methodist theological training 
facilities in the West in the first years of the nineteenth 
century, when he declared that the saddlebag preachers 
had “no Missionary Society; no Sunday school society; 
no church papers; no Bible or Tract Societies; no colleges, 
seminaries, academies, or universities; all the efforts to 
get up colleges under the patronage of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church in the United States and Territories 
were signal failures.”^® Thrown upon their own resources 
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and spurred by the counsel of the Discipline, the itinerants 
educated themselves. 

The journals and letters of such preachers as James B. 
Finley, Benjamin Lakin, William Colbert, Benjamin St. 
James Fry, and others reveal their remarkable zeal for 
knowledge. Self-education mainly in rehgious works was 
their leisure pursuit. The “Papers” of Benjamin Lakin 
include profuse notes on Bible readings and sermon briefs, 
as well as written exercises on such varied subjects as 
“Navigation by Dead Reckoning,” “Problems in Mathe- 
matics and Geometry,” “How to Write a Business Let- 
ter,” and “Practice Notes from Books of Religious Ex- 
periences.” Abel L. WiUiams, of the Illinois Conference, 
taught hims elf to “become proficient in ancient and mod- 
ern history, and well acquainted with the literature of 
the Church.”"® 

The principal textbooks of the pioneer preachers were 
the Bible, the Discipline, and the Methodist Hymnal, 
while the works of John Wesley, Fletcher’s Appeal, and 
doctrinal tracts were also frequently carried in saddlebag 
libraries. These praying Bible students, according to 
one contemporary, read, studied, and marked the Scrip- 
tures “on their knees in the woods, in humble prayer to 
almighty God.”®“ The well-worn copies of the Bible and 
hymnbook were the two arsenals from which they brought 
forth weapons to meet every emergency. They had a third 
aid “which they profoundly studied . . . the ever-open 
book of human nature.”®" This informal means of educa- 
tion was summed up by the itinerants in one of their 
favorite appellations for themselves, “Brush College 
Graduates.” 

Study opportunities were greatest in the intervals 
between tours. During this brief respite from circuit 
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duties, the preacher would engage in prolonged gospel 
study, prepare new sermon outlines, and glance through 
the latest shipment of the Methodist Book Concern. By 
the 1820’s religious newspapers, such as the Zion’s 
Herald, the Christian Advocate and Journal, or the later 
Western Christian Advocate were added to his list of 
reading materials. Some men, like Michigan circuit rider 
James Gilruth, read a great deal while riding between 
appointments. Often the horse moved very slowly along 
the tortuous trail, and one could read while jerking 
along in the saddle. Then, too, the early morning and 
late evening hours on appointment days were available 
for Bible refreshment.®^ While the backwoods minister’s 
studies were often too narrow in scope, what he read he 
learned well. Judged by results, the fairest of all measure- 
ments, the circuit rider educational plan had it points. It 
produced eloquent preachers, astute theological debaters, 
capable administrators, and efl&cient statisticians. It 
trained “Boanerges,” “Sons of Consolation,” and logical 
exponents of reason for the camp meeting rostrum. 

The role of the circuit riders as cultural agents in the 
border regions has been largely overlooked or obscured. 
In spite of the vocal hostility to inteUectualism expressed 
by some western preachers, they were a driving cultural 
force through their distribution of religious literature. 
After preaching time was over, they opened their saddle- 
bags and assumed the role of book salesmen. Methodist, 
Baptist, Presbyterian, and Christian ministers alike sold 
Bibles, New Testaments, hymnbooks, and religious leaf- 
lets to those pioneers who could read. Many religious 
organizations of the East were contributing money and 
energy to the propagation of the gospel in the West, 
knowing the educational need was great. The literate 
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pioneer had little leisure time and often less reading mate- 
rial. In a frontier cabin the Bible was usually the first 
piece of literature available. A single newspaper, whether 
denominational or secular, made the rounds of many a 
home in which reading had become almost a lost art. Thus 
the frontier ministers were also welcomed as subscription 
agents for their church’s newspapers and magazines, such 
as the Methodist Magazine and the Ladies’ Repository, 
which began publication in the third decade of the nine- 
teenth century. 

Methodist clergymen were among the first booksellers 
m the West as agents for the Methodist Book Concern, 
beginning in 1789. Later, the Methodist Western Book 
Concern was established at Cincmnati in 1828. Both the 
salesmen and the conference with which they were asso- 
ciated received a percentage of the sales. The volumes 
ranged over a wide field of subjects, including history, 
travel, philosophy, ethics, biography, and the Methodist 
perennials: the works of John Wesley, John Fletcher, 
Adams Clarke, Nathan Bangs, and Jesse Lee. Ranking 
above all others in sales volume, of course, were the 
Bible, the Discipline, and the Methodist Hymnal.^^ One 
can only speculate as to the educational advantages 
accruing to the ministers. Certainly having books in their 
possession was a strong inducement to read them prior to 
sale. Peter Cartwright raised the question whether he 
had done the most good in his many years in the ministry 
by preaching or by distributing religious works. He 
boasted with typical immodesty that he alone had sold 
some $10,000 worth of books.®* In short, the Methodist 
clergy was an educating as well as a preaching ministry. 

The “brush preachers” shouldered additional burdens 
which sometimes proved too much even for them. As 
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previously pointed out, the circuit riders, their superiors, 
and the annual conference members were camp meeting 
planners. During the camp meeting season each year the 
presiding elder’s labors were at their height. For several 
months the district superintendent lived in the tented 
grove, visiting aU the quarterly gatherings of his district. 
James Quinn, a presiding elder of the Ohio Conference, 
attended “one hundred and five quarterly and camp meet- 
ings” from 1806 to 1809.®® 

It was the saddlebag preacher who led in the prepar- 
ation of the encampment. If merely renovating an old 
campground, he brought the volunteers together to clear 
away the fallen branches, repair the plank seats after 
a winter’s disuse, and remove the old straw from the 
preacher’s tent to get rid of the fleas. Such a task might 
take a whole day. The construction job of carving a new 
open-air auditorium out of the wildemess, however, might 
take three or four times as long. For this duty the pioneer 
revivalist also was able to gather together a group of 
willing workers. 

Like so many other forms of frontier labor, camp 
construction became a social occasion. Always, however, 
it was a religious affair. Work was preceded by prayer, 
after which the preacher labored alongside his parish- 
ioners. A picnic lunch prepared by the womenfolk was 
spread before the busy workers. Specified times were set 
aside for song and prayer. When the clearing was made 
and the seats and speaker’s rostrum were put in readiness, 
a traditional ceremony took place. In a short religious 
service the clergyman dedicated the campgrounds and 
prayed that the forthcoming meeting might produce a 
rich harvest. On occasion, the campground was not pre- 
pared imtil the very day scheduled for the camp meeting 
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to commence. Such was the case at an early encampment 
in Pennsylvania. There, one leader preached in the wet, 
dirty shirt he had worked in during the day. His comment 
was interesting: “It so chanced that this state of perspir- 
ation proved favorable to my voice, so that I made an 
unusual noise for a short time.”®® 

The same men who advertised and helped prepare the 
campground prescribed the rules, arranged the program 
schedule, organized the camp guard, and led the camp 
meeting services. Undoubtedly, the circuit riders who 
doubled as camp meeting leaders were much overworked 
individuals. It is also accurate to say that not the least 
important source of the emotional excitement at the wood- 
land revival was the hell-fire oratory of some of them 
— which was so fearful, yet so fascinating. 



9 

Frontier Evangelism 


This audience was of men whose 
physique had been cultivated at the 
expense of much of their intellect ; . . . 
whose knowledge had not come from 
books, but from the hard necessities 
and incessant exertions of a laborious 
and perilous life. The speaker, then, 
must use their vernacular . . . and his 
metaphors and similes, if he used them 
at all, must be such as would readily 
penetrate beneath their tangled hair 
and find lodgment in their intellects. 
And he must, at the same time, appeal 
to their feelings; for the feelings exer- 
cise a much quicker and surer power 
over the intellect, than the intellect 
over the feelings.^ 

— Circuit rider William H. Milburn, 
1860 


T 

HE West needed 

a doctrine that would relieve the element of danger 
inherent in pioneer living and at the same time empha- 
size the direct relationship between a loving God and 
man.^ To a fighting population in constant peril from 
ruthless Nature, Indian attack, lawlessness, starvation, and 
illness, there was a certaiu comfort in the thought that 
the Creator was ever present, ever watchful over his flock, 
and all-powerful in the face of adversity. The possibility 
of sudden extinction made the question of one’s eternal 
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destiny a matter of great concern. Methodism as por- 
trayed by the frontier camp meeting preachers in the 
early nineteenth century was acutely attuned to these fears 
and hopes, and consequently was the source of inspiration 
to which many turned. Its pietistic theme of the salvation 
of man was as wide as all humanity in its appeal, and its 
emphasis on personalized religion met the needs of the 
individual rather than of society as a whole. 

The age-old problem of man’s relation to an unseen 
God and the hereafter was apparently resolved by the 
techniques of the backwoods evangelists. They extolled 
the beauty of the Supreme Being, but never ceased to 
stress his awesomeness, believing that fear would act 
as a flash of light to the indifferent. Bishop Asbury’s 
sermon notes for a ZanesviUe, Ohio, camp meeting of 
1815 underscored this theme: “Knowing the terror of the 
Lord, we persuade men.” The pioneer preachers had not 
ventured far from the Colonial pattern displayed in Gil- 
bert Tennent’s literal warnings of “The Solemn Scene of 
the Last Judgment” and “From the God of Terrible 
Majesty, or the Presumptions Sitmer Detected, his Pleas 
Considered, and his Doom Displayed.”® Hades could be 
conjured up for the wicked so vividly by western orators 
that the strongest men would tremble and quake, “imagin- 
ing a lake of fire and brimstone yawning to overwhelm 
them and the hand of the Almighty thrustiug them down 
the horrible abyss.”* To the unschooled backwoodsmen 
the invisible became absolutely credible; the Day of Judg- 
ment, the doom of the wicked, and the eternal blessedness 
of the righteous were as real as the harrowing events of 
their daily lives. 

Supernatural forces were personalized in persuasive 
fashion. At an early nineteenth-century camp meetmg, the 
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imaginative Peter Akers prayed for divine help to combat 
the Prince of Darkness whose influence was all-pervasive. 
Kneeling, his head almost touching the platform floor, 
Akers cried: “O Lord, the devil is a roaring lion, is in 
the neighborhood, in our houses, in the church, in our 
hearts, and if thou come not to our help, we shall all be 
devoured.” Again, Peter Cartwright pictured Satan’s 
agents on earth, the “sickly little devils,” as being driven 
out of man by the smell of brimstone as God took hold of 
the situation.® It was not strange that Benjamin Lakin’s 
observation at an 1806 camp meeting evoked serious 
thoughts: “I feel an impression that there is some man 
or young woman here . . . who will be tramping in hell 
before this time next year.” A youthful member of the 
audience recalled that many young people became deathly 
pale, and that “for several weeks, the attenuated thread 
of human life, and of my own life in particular, appeared 
ready to sunder almost every moment.”® 

Many frontier denominations held the view that any 
profound religious belief had its roots in the emotions as 
well as in the mind. Even a modem social scientist has 
expressed the opinion that the “more deeply religious a 
person is, the more his faith becomes felt and experienced 
rather than thought out.”'^ The itinerants themselves 
believed that the pathway to the intellect was through 
the feeliugs, and they used every weapon at their disposal 
to insure that no hearer would be unmoved. As the out- 
standiug eastern revivalist, Charles Grandison Finney, 
phrased it, “Mankmd will not act until they are excited.” 
“How many there are,” he exclaimed, “who know they 
ought to be religious, but they are procrastmating repent- 
ance until they . . . have secured some favorite worldly 
interest.”® Such persons never would relinquish their 
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ambitious schemes imtil they were so excited that they 
coiild contain themselves no longer. Thus the frontier 
ministers as a whole 

were earnest and forcible. They felt that great issues were at 
stake . . . that perhaps this was the last time they should ever have 
the opportunity of speaking to them. The weight of souls was on 
them . . . they felt it their immediate duty therefore, most earnestly, 
and even passionately, to warn, to coimsel, to entreat, to admonish, 
to reprove, to win them by the Love of Christ to be reconciled to 
God — this was the burden of their preaching. They were men 
of quick, intense, and profoxmd emotions, of lively fancy, and 
vivid imaginations.® 

Peculiarly susceptible to crowd suggestion, the secluded 
frontiersman reacted violently to the vigorous preaching 
of the western evangelists. “Mild homilies,” said one his- 
torian, “had no effect, but vivid pictures of heU-fire and 
d amn ation contrasted with the happiness and peace of 
salvation, if used with sufficient dramatic force, would 
bring the strong man to his knees.”^® 

In every revival of religion, excesses have been present 
in varying degrees of intensity. While a public display 
of one’s inner feelings is unthinkable by today’s stand- 
ards, it was regarded as merely the expression of convic- 
tions “very pungent and deep” in the harvest time of the 
camp meeting. This mode of behavior was common even 
in the populous East. The point at which tension, con- 
fusion, and strife between the old sinful ways and the 
new were overcome by the awesome sermons, prolonged 
prayers, and crowd pressures was often accompanied by 
strange bodily manifestations. Automatisms (bodily ex- 
citement, crying out, and hallucinations), while not con- 
sidered positive evidence of conversion, were viewed as 
probable tokens of God’s presence and attested to the 
power of preaching.^^ A religious participant declared: 
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Physical demonstrations are not infallible marks of a divine work; 
neither is religion so spiritual that it never demonstrates its 
presence by prostrating the body. Because there have been coun- 
terfeits, we must not reject the genuine.^® 

Very many of the camp leaders and participants 
believed that the Creator’s power was thus being evi- 
denced. “It was of God, because it was superhuman, and 
beyond the power and control of man, or any evil spirit.” 
Yet others decried bodily excitements which 

in a great majority of cases affect the ignorant, rather than the 
enlightened, those in whom the imagination predominates over the 
reason, and especially those who are of a nervous temperament, 
rather than those of an opposite character.^* 

Modem psychologists conclude that these extreme bodily 
agitations at revivals were not the fruits of true religion 
but the results of nervous instability, pathological emo- 
tionalism, and the deadening of rationality. The con- 
vert felt very close to heaven at the moment of “self 
surrender,” when the feelings of joy, relief, and safety 
replaced that of tension. Here again the theologian be- 
lieved that the Holy Spirit had entered in, while the 
psychologists have coldly termed it nervous exhaustion 
— the only recourse left.^^ 

After the camp meeting had matured, the delicate 
balance between reason and emotion was less often upset 
by emotional excitement. Emotional appeals were used 
as a springboard, a preliminary to an appeal to reason. 
“The saving, elementary tmths of the gospel” were con- 
stantly reiterated. One writer declared in 1852; “The lost 
condition of the soul by nature, repentance towards God, 
faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ, justification, sanctifi- 
cation, the witness of tiie Spirit — such truths seemed 
to make up the alphabet.”^® In his opinion, if such themes 
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were given excessive use, the error was on the safe side. 
Doctrinal sermons reviewed the fall of man, general 
atonement, and the tenets of individual conversion and 
simultaneous regeneration. 

Since the Methodists considered all men sinful before 
repentance and equal in the eyes of God, all were appealed 
to, believer and unbeliever alike. Their invitation to Chris- 
tian fellowship was embodied in a denunciation of sin. 
To gain admittance to a Methodist society, one had 
merely to be a true seeker after the Christian experience, 
to desire to flee from the wrath to come. Adam’s original 
sm weighed heavily on his posterity, although the Lord 
would not consider it a 

responsible sin until sanctioned by actual sin. It would have 
resulted in the eternal death of Adam and all the race in him, but 
for the Redeemer. It results in the temporal death, (rendered 
just by compensation) of all. It results in eternal death upon all 
who, by unrepentent actual sin, accept its guilt and penalty.^® 

The Arminian doctrine of free will, free grace, and 
individual responsibility was most compatible with the 
desires of an extremely independent and individualistic 
backwoods people. Whereas the Calvmistic tenet of pre- 
destination held by the Presbyterians gave hope of salva- 
tion to the few, the Methodist view of full and free grace 
to all was the more hopeful because the sinner himself 
aided in the conversion process. If conversion did take 
place, it had to be the result of each individual’s personal 
consciousness and should be visibly demonstrated.^'^ The 
democratic nature of the dogma appealed to the frontiers- 
man, who could understand an idea if he could feel it 
emotionally. At the mourner’s bench he would experience 
complete repentance and thus at a definite time and place 
be cleansed of his taint of sin, “washed clean in the blood 
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of the Lamb.” While an integral component of this seem- 
ing miracle was the factor of man’s active role of choice, 
“justification by faith” was considered an act of God, the 
sinner himself having no control over the process.^® The 
emotional catharsis left the individual “born again,” 
wholly acceptable unto Christ. 

Ideally, the penitent should not be allowed to feel that 
his duty was over and done with now that he was reborn. 
Persistence in holiness was a condition of salvation. The 
circuit riders stressed that regeneration was but the begin- 
ning, the start of a new life of “expansive benevolence.”^® 
To Charles G. Finney, representative of many other 
evangelical Christian leaders, regeneration was a turning 
to God, “loving God with all our heart and our neighbor 
as omselves.”®® Having been saved himself, the convert 
should energetically assume the task of saving others. By 
the 1830’s tens of thousands had turned from selfishness. 
By being their brother’s keepers these enthusiasts hoped 
“to save the American church and nation from the judg- 
ment of heaven. The social implications of this revival 
gospel were reflected in almost all the reforms attracting 
the nation in that day of the common man — temperance, 
women’s rights, and antislavery, to mention but a few. 
Thus the Methodist equalitarian theology, whether ex- 
pounded from the camp rostrum or the church pulpit, 
helped lay the foundations for the reform crusade that 
aimed at the perfection of man and the moral state. 

At the camp meeting, the preacher entreated his listen- 
ers to perform good works to the utmost, and to observe 
their moral responsibilities. Sermons were often based 
on the manifold duties of man to man and the spiritual 
lift granted the individual when he fulfilled those obliga- 
tions. By “close preaching,” taking a subject close to 
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everyday living “and stressing it so all understood its 
import,” they drove their points home. For example, 
William McKendree chose to expose profiteering (“extor- 
tion”) in the summer of 1806 at a Limestone encampment 
in Ohio, a landing place for most migrants from upper 
Kentucky. Winding up his message, he reflected: 

Yes, it frequently happens, that some take advantage of the poor 
emigrant too, that has removed to your fine coimtry to become 
yom neighbour and fellow-citizen; you sell him your com or 
other produce at double price, . . . and receive it too from the 
poor man who has to grapple with misfortunes to support his 
family. 

While he talked on, an elderly man was seen to become 
more and more agitated until he seemingly could restrain 
himself no longer. The old farmer rose from his seat and 
shrilly broke in, “If I did sell my com for a dollar a bushel 
I gave them six months to pay it in.” “Sit down my 
friend,” calmly replied the bishop, “sit down sir, if you 
please, we are discussing a subject and delineating a 
character, we are not in the habit of making personal 
reflections.”^ 

The itinerants were not socially myopic, as their sermon 
themes indicate. They considered it their spiritual obliga- 
tion to strike out against all forms of sin. In pungent 
language the evils of the day were fearlessly denounced; 
immorality, intemperance, tobacco, blasphemy, dueling, 
card playing, horse racing, and gambling. Even such 
minute matters as false pride in dress and manners were 
objects of scorn. Circuit rider James Axley of eastern 
Tennessee insisted that “a preacher that was good and 
tme had a trinity of devils to fight — superfluous dress, 
whiskey and slavery.”^® 

Benjamin Lakin’s sermon notes explored the theme of 
human vanity: “The eyes of other people are the eyes 
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that ruin us — If all but myself were blind, I should want 
neither fine clothes, fine houses nor fine furniture.”®* 
James Axley belabored the same topic in a more flam- 
boyant and hence more effective style. On one occasion 
he used a humorous approach, calling into play his 
abilities as a ventriloquist, to rebut those who insisted 
fashion decreed conformity in dress. His colloquy was 
with an imaginary apologist, seated at the rear of the 
congregation. The apologist was made to say that “some 
Methodist ministers dress in fashionable style and in air 
and manner enact the dandy.” Axley vigorously denied 
this allegation, but the straw man said: “Well, sir, if 
you won’t take my word for it, just look at those young 
preachers in the pulpit behind you.” The preacher turned 
and gazed upon his fashionably dressed brethren. Turning 
back to the congregation he concluded in a subdued tone: 
“If you please sir, we’ll drop the subject!”^^ Such speeches 
often produced positive results. At one Fleming Circuit 
camp meeting “many of the dressy ones” came down 
to the altar; and one in particular, “Brother Bene- 
craft’s daughter,” who had been converted, upon return- 
ing home began “tearing off her ruffels.” The preacher in 
charge concluded, “I have never known a greater change 
in dress than hath taken place in this neighborhood since 
the Lord began to revive his work in it.”®® 

The effect of stringent rules preached and enforced by 
Methodist circuiteers concerning daily behavior is mir- 
rored in Cartwright’s recollection: 

The Methodists in that early day dressed plain; attended their 
meetings faithfully . . . they wore no jewelry, no ruffles. . . . They 
could, nearly every soul of them, sing our hymns and spirituffl 
songs. They religiously kept the Sabbath day: many of them 
abstained from dram-d riuldng . . . . Parents did not allow their 
children to go to balls or plays; they did not send them to dancing 
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schools; they generally fasted once a week, and almost nniversally 
on the Friday before each quarterly meeting.^'' 

A frequent target of many “Men of Zeal” was the 
prevailing whiskey habit. James B. Finley, ignoring the 
counsel to “preach the gospel and let people’s private 
business alone,” let no occasion go by without dwelling 
on the evils of drink. He would often “pledge whole con- 
gregations, standing on their feet, to the temperance 
cause.” James Axley even devoted a sermon to the evil 
of making stills — an evil even though, he said, the cooper 
himself might not have tasted, bought, sold, or distilled 
a drop of brandy.^® 

Peter Cartwright’s straightforward talk at a Tennessee 
camp meeting of 1815 was representative of the attitude 
of other roughhewn preachers toward adultery. The “Ken- 
tucky Boy” refused to accept on trial an apostate Baptist 
preacher who wanted to join the Methodist church. “Give 
up this course of living,” the petitioner was advised, “put 
away the woman with whom you are now living, and go 
live with your lawful wife.” The man burst into tears 
and said he couldn’t comply but still wanted to be given 
a six-months’ probationary period. Cartwright was ada- 
mant; “so we parted, and I feared he was eternally lost.” 
From the pulpit, circuit rider William Colbert used the 
same theme, adultery, and found that his target was close 
at hand. As he confided in his Journal: 

I preached [at] John. Lords [in the Somerset Circuit, Maryland] 
on Matthew 5 27 to 32 and for preaching against whoredom was 
very severely tongue lashed by a woman of that stamp who has left 
her husband and children and taken up with another man who 
was present, and was offended likewise at my preaching so 
pointed.29 

Another expert in driving home “practical truths” was 
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James Quinn. He demonstrated his talents in an admoni- 
tion to delinquent parents who complained, “I can not 
give my children religion.” 

To such we say, you can do more in this matter than you are 
aware of — perhaps more than you are willing to know. You can 
do as much toward giving your children religion, as you can 
toward raising a crop of com. In the latter case you can clear the 
groimd, break the soil, plant in due time, improve the season of 
culture; then look and pray for dew and the gentle rains of heaven. 
Now by education, an education favorable to moral as weU as 
intellectual culture, clear and prepare the soil. Plant or sow the 
seed of pure evangelical truth in their hearts; then cultivate by 
precept and example. Teach them by theory and show them by 
practice, how to be rehgious; aU the while offering up to God for 
them in their hearing, and out of their sight, the earnest, continued, 
and fervent prayer of faith, and leave the rest with God.*® 

However strict die teachings in matters moral and 
spiritual, liberty was a recurrent theme of camp sermons. 
Civil and religious liberty was treated in a high-flown 
address by the eccentric Lorenzo (“Crazy”) Dow at a 
woodland revival in the early days of the Mississippi Terri- 
tory. Arising from a sick bed to bring a disorderly crowd 
under control, Dow traced the ideology of individual free- 
dom of expression since the American Revolution. He 
depicted the lives and sacrifices of Methodist preachers 
and concluded by saying that “any man who interrupted 
a Methodist preacher in the discharge of his high office, 
was a mean, low-bred scoundrel.” One of the guilty 
parties was sufficiently ashamed to leave the audience, 
saying “I always was a fool.”“ 

While none of the churches in the early days ever 
looked upon human slavery as a good, for all viewed the 
institution as evil in nature, few Methodist circuit riders 
m the southern regions preached against it because of 
the prevailing mores. Nevertheless, the mistreatment of 
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slaves and even slavery itself did come in for censure. 
Hardy souls like James Axley of Tennessee, James Craven 
of Virginia, Peter Cartwright of Kentucky, and Jacob 
Gruber, veteran of Maryland circuits, sometimes found 
themselves in trouble when they treated any phase of 
this subject. After 1824 Cartwright transferred his activi- 
ties to Illinois so that he could be free to criticize slavery 
at wdl. Once there he continued his campaign by giving 
stump speeches on the question of admitting slavery into 
the prairie states.®^ At that time the issue was agitating 
Illinois, and was sure to arouse interest. 

Doctrinal sermons and “close, pungent, heart-search- 
iug” expositions on experiential religion crowded the 
practical subjects for pulpit time. Bishop Asbury recorded 
a synopsis of one of his doctrinal sermons, “His Voice,” 
given at an Ohio camp meeting of 1815 based upon the 
text Heb. 3:7-8. He described the voice of the Almighty 
as the gospel of grace — “its blessing, promises, means, 
ordinances, doctrines, and precepts.” Men hardened their 
hearts against that caU by “open, notorious sinning; by 
secret wickedness; by sinful tempers indulged; by a wilful 
neglect of Gospel men and Gospel means.” If God’s voice 
was audible that day, concluded Asbury, “then speaker 
and hearer do aU you can for God.”®® Taking as a text 
Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, Benjamin Lakin elabo- 
rated in his sermon notes on the subject, “No man can 
serve two masters.” In direct opposition were 

Gk>d, the author of all good, and giver of all blessing, the source 
of purity, and center of perfection, and Mammon, which includes 
not only riches but also all the thin gs of the world in which men 
seek happiness independent of Gk)d — Take a view of what is 
implied in serving God — the word Serve signifies to attend to a 
command. What is implied in serving of Mammon? Take a view 
of the impropibility [sic] of serving God and Mammon. Contrast 
the consequences of the service of God and Mammon.®* 
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Lakin’s talk on “Reward” had the theme that “God 
hath promised to reward every man according to his 
works.” The picture would not be complete if it did not 
include such curious addresses as those presented at 
two Lawrenceburg Circuit encampments in Indiana dur- 
ing 1818 in which one preacher spoke against shouting 
at the services, while another preached in favor of the 
practice.®® 

Doctrinal heresy from without the Methodist ranks 
was treated no less keenly and pugnaciously than that 
from within. The beliefs of competing denominations on 
the frontier came in for acrimonious debate, and the 
Methodists gave battle to the Baptists, Presbyterians, 
Shakers, and Universalists. Much pulpit time on the 
campground was devoted to the cut-and-thrust of denomi- 
national argument. A Baptist missionary noted parallels 
between his church’s preaching and the Methodists’ in the 
trans- Allegheny West in 1813: “It much resembles the 
Baptists — is very controversial and most bitter against 
Calvmists. They rail very much against the practice of 
the Presbyterians receiving pay for preaching calling 
them hirelings.”®® At a Whitewater Circuit gathering in 
Indiana, Robert W. Finley devoted an entire sermon to 
the varying rites of baptism. “I will not say that any man 
who baptizes by immersion is an mdecent man,” he sum- 
marized, “but I will say, he has been guilty of an indecent 
act.”®’ 

On occasion, debates between two denommations were 
held, such as that between the Universalists and Method- 
ists in the Wabash River VaUey in Indiana. Below the 
Ohio River Baptists and Presbyterians would join forces 
to denounce the revivalistic tactics of Methodism. Their 
respective church publications carried on the attack.®® The 
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Western Christian Advocate contained Peter Cartwright’s 
report of an 1839 meeting at Salt Creek, Illinois, that 
was “infested by the Campbellites and Waterites,” and 
the columns of the Calvinistic Magazine contained violent 
condemnation of emotional evangelism. Tracts and 
pamphlets distributed by the circuiteers at camp meetings 
were so scurrilous that one revival critic was led to con- 
demn them as “most deceitful, unfair, and abusive attacks 
on the faiths of other denominations.”*® 

Factions of most of the frontier churches at the same 
time were quarreling among themselves, and bitter parti- 
sanship resulted in the drawing of strange conclusions. 
Theodore Dwight Weld, famed antislavery apostle, de- 
clared that the Presbyterian revival preachers in New 
York 

preach nothing but the loose, disconnected rhapsodies of Method- 
ists in the main. Their preaching is exhortation and appeal, 
dwelling upon the love of Christ etc., and aH addressed to mere 
“sympathy.” They reason little and investigate less.^® 

Extemporaneous speaking was a dominant character- 
istic of the “primitive school” of Methodist preachmg. 
As was true in the courtroom, in Congress, and on the 
hustings, that orator in the pulpit was most popular who 
did not have to rely on manuscript or notes. Since most 
of the preachers “came out from the people and knew 
how to address them,” they used the local idiom to sea- 
son their illustrations from everyday experience. Need- 
less to say, this unpretentious approach was well adapted 
to the prevailing religious themes and the intellectual level 
of the audience. Impromptu address was calculated to 
produce an imm ediate effect — conversions. Men who 
were generally unlettered or, at best, lacking in literary 
polish won converts through the gift of “colloquial direct- 
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ness and force.” Their mode of illustrating self-evident 
truths was striking, and sometimes picturesque in the ex- 
treme. To one sputtering preacher, addressing an illiterate 
audience. Heaven could only be described as a “Kaintuck 
of a place.”" 

A reflection of the imiversal popularity of the spon- 
taneous address was the frontiersman’s disdain of college- 
trained preachers who read high-toned discourses or used 
vol umin ous notes in delivery. Congregational minister 
Julian M. Sturtevant, a member of the Yale Band and 
the first instructor at Illinois College, was made pain- 
fully aware of this attitude in 1829 when he delivered a 
sermon from a prepared manuscript for the first and last 
time. He later said, “I could see from their countenances 
that many were thinking: T wonder iE that young man 
calls that preaching!’ Failure to speak extemporane- 
ously was an indication to some that the speaker had 
never experienced the soul-cleansing event of spiritual 
rebirth. In a Virginia town a Presbyterian elder actually 
went up to a young man who had just read his sermon 
from manuscript, and inquired whether he had ever been 
converted!" 

Certainly, many backwoods preachers considered the 
delivery of manuscript sermons a disgrace to the profes- 
sion. The sight of an educated clergyman trying to read 
a sermon reminded one brother cleric of “a gosling that 
had got the straddles by wading in the dew.” James B. 
Finley, railing against book preaching in the columns of 
the Western Christian Advocate in 1839, insisted it 
“operates against the preaching of the Word.” He aimed 
his criticism specifically against a sketchbook of sermons, 
counseling against its being used even as an outline for a 
talk. No man could be an effective speaker, Finley con- 
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tinued, if he tried to memorize these sketches, “bones, as 
they are called.”^^ 

The Spirit within was guide enough. But this selfsame 
Spirit led some men to fantastic lengths. Some speakers 
drawled out their sermons in a singsong tone; others rose 
to a high pitch and stayed there.^® In the best, stout lungs, 
vigorous gestures, copious tears, a flair for the dramatic, 
and a ready tongue were necessary attributes. 

When the preacher arose to address the campers he 
usually “threw the reins upon the neck of feeling and 
let her run full speed.”*® As a result, some talks ran on for 
two or three hours, with the listeners becoming more 
and more enthusiastic in their fervor. On occasion it took 
another churchman to remind the speaker that the sermon 
or exhortation had accomplished its objective, and that 
further talk would be useless. James B. Finley was inter- 
rupted at an Ohio encampment by a cohort who said: 
“Now brother, stop; keep the rest for another time, and 
throw out the Gospel net; it is now wet and we shall have 
a good haul.”*^ As Parson William G. Brownlow, pug- 
nacious circuit rider of the southern highlands, phrased 
it, “Of all the deaths that ever any people died, there is 
none so distressing as that of being preached to death!” 
Since he was a long-winded speaker himself, he apparently 
did not heed his own advice.*® By and large, however, 
brevity was not considered a virtue, nor was plain un- 
adorned phraseology. The critical listener could quite 
correctly comment that at times 

it was a matter of astonishment to what length they could spin out 
a sermon embracing only a few ideas. The merit of a sermon was 
measured somewhat by the len^ of it, by the flowery language 
of the speaker, by his vociferation and violent gestures.^® 

Spread-eagle oratory (a combination of much bombast, 
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mixed metaphors, and hyperbole) made some preachers’ 
discourses colorful if not at the same time informative. 
Florid and overly sentimental narration was in vogue. 
Among the many strains evident in the circuiteers’ style, 
as reflected in religious periodicals of the day, was that 
of poetic imagery. An almost overwhelming example of 
this profuse, flowery, exaggerated technique is contained 
m a churchman’s report on an Ohio revival in 1845: 

Now Bro Chambers the old ship Zion is xmder full sail. Last 
night she hove down upon the enimy [szc] and after firing round 
shot, grape, and canister, she poured in a broadside of chain 
and bar shot, which cut away the enimy’s [j/c] riging [s/c] and 
down came her spars which gave us the opportunity of boarding, 
which we did with a mighty shout of victory on death, and suc- 
ceeded in capturing and bringing off thirteen livis [«c], and we 
e:q>ect our Captain Jesus, will, in the morning’s meeting, which 
is appointed for mourners, appear and knock off their shackles 
and put them to duty on board the old ship.®® 

In delivering his religious discourse the Methodist man 
of God often mispronounced words or gave them ludi- 
crous meanings — and with good reason, for he lacked any 
prolonged acquaintance with the schoolroom. He was 
usually his own teacher. One itinerant learned “to preach 
at night the Scriptures that he had studied through the 
day.” Another, riding circuits on the Ohio-Indiana fron- 
tier in 1819, centered his reading and studies on subjects 
“almost exclusively theological,” as he “could not see the 
propriety of studying even the English grammar.” After 
being rebuked for violating the rules of grammar fourteen 
times in one exhortation, he began to realize that the 
meaning of his messages was being obscured by his poor 
command of the English language.®^ As Peter Cartwright 
put it, “It is true we could not, many of us, conjugate a 
verb or parse a sentence, and murdered the king’s English 
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almost every lick.” “But,” he continued, “there was a 
divine vmction [that] attended the word preached, and 
thousands fell under the mighty power of God, and thus 
the Methodist Episcopal Church was planted firmly in 
this Western wilderness.”®^ A visitor, unfamiliar with the 
evangelical style, based his criticism of camp meeting 
sermons exclusively upon the errors in syntax. He called 
them “harangues . . . composed of medley, declamation, 
and the most disgusting tautology.”®® Yet in aU fairness, 
the addresses heard at the camp services can be neither 
dismissed in this manner nor neatly catalogued. 

It would be untrue to say that the woodland preachers 
gave no thought to the mechanics of their craft. Distinct 
articulation would enable even the people in the back 
rows of the encampment to understand every word 
spoken. Bishop McKendree thought that modulation was 
more important than mere volume, but probably many 
practitioners believed in cultivating a voice like a “moun- 
tain horn.” According to one contemporary minister, 
“The appeals had all the freedom of the open air and 
the winds and the directness and speed of the lightning. . . . 
The converts in those days were bom strong into the 
kingdom, and entered it shouting.”®* Even Francis Asbury, 
taking off his coat and neckcloth, preached to great 
throngs in the open, “arousing them to repentance by the 
awful peals of his voice.”®® A stentorian voice was indis- 
putably an advantage to the circuiteer who had to project 
his voice above background noises of every description. 

Perhaps the preaching style of the outdoor revival can 
best be described as loud, vigorous, crude — but effective. 
As one visitor put it, “If heaven is only to be taken by 
storm, he [the circuit rider] was a proper leader for his 
congregation.” The stout heart of the frontiersman was 
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conquered by the “Boanerges” who alarmed rather than 
consoled. Through him the “violated law spoke out its 
thimders.”®® At an Indiana camp meeting this type of 
attack caused an old Revolutionary War veteran to rush 
up from the rear of the encampment to proclaim: 

Quarter! Quarter! Quarter! and falling upon his knees, said: “I 
am an old soldier. ... I have heard the cannons’ loud roar, and 
have seen blood and brains flying in every direction around me; 
but since God made me, I never heard such cannonading as this. 
I yield! I yield!”®^ 

The successful circuit rider always observed the precept 
that 

the awful importance of the theme should be fully reflected in the 
manner of the speaker. The fire of his soul should be revealed in 
the flash of his eye. The solemn notes of warning should be re- 
echoed as with &e blast of a trumpet, and every gesture and 
movement should add impressive power to the words that proclaim 
the fearful destiny of the impenitent soul.®® 

Many a pioneer could agree with Abraham Lincoln that 
“when I see a man preach I like to see him act as if he 
were fighting bees.”®® To drive a point home a backwoods 
minister might bend his knees and body with a sudden 
downward jerk and then shoot up again with a start. 
Just as effective with these audiences would be the weep- 
ing-prophet technique demonstrated by Ralph Lotspiech, 
who “wept much” ia his discourses. Another of this 
school, Bishop Enoch George, moved rather than in- 
structed his audience, and kept one listener “bathed in 
tears from the begmning to the close of his sermon.” 
Bishop George’s way of removing the tears which blinded 
his small and deeply seated eyes, by running his finger 
behind his spectacles while he uttered in soft and subdued 
tones, “Glory,” was “peculiar and impressive.”®® 
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There were the tragedians like the inimitable John 
Collins, whose impersonations caused him to be the “liv- 
ing embodiment of his theme, and with a soul on fire he 
poured out the living truth till every heart was moved.”®^ 
When a different situation called for it, a touch of humor 
was deftly applied. Peter Cartwright seemed to be a mas- 
ter of the art of ridiculing by sarcasm either the tenets 
of an unbeliever or a preacher of a rival denomination.®^ 

Successful camp leaders possessed a magnificent sense 
of timing and a profoimd knowledge of human nature. 
In their effort to generate a high charge of religious en- 
thusiasm, they were aided by certain unwritten laws of 
evangelism that practically guaranteed successful meet- 
ings. A Baptist newspaper summarized a few guiding 
principles: 

Let your time be fuUy occupied — ^multiply your meetings as much 
as is practicable; lest while you sleep, the enemy sows tares among 
the wheat. 

Let not the dread of novelty deter you from the employment of 
any measures. 

Bring into the field every instrumentality. Not only the heavy 
ordnance of the ministry, but also the small arms of tracts, etc. 
“Whatsoever the hand findeth to do, do it with thy might.” For 
who knoweth which shall prosper, either this or that.®® 

The showmen’s ingenious techniques were various. To 
arouse mterest, ministers stood on stumps around one 
service area and alternately recited Bible verses. At an 
open-air revival in New Jersey, seven trumpeters added 
a dramatic touch by playing in unison to announce 
the next public meeting.®* A startling technique used at a 
camp meeting of the West Union Circuit of Ohio in 1835 
was the work of John Collins, John Baughman, and Max- 
well P. Gaddis. They arranged an elaborate marching 
ceremony which preceded the midnight sermon. As the 
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campers, three abreast, marched around the woodland 
auditorium seven times, they sang this spirited song: 

Blow ye the trumpet, blow 
The gladly-solemn sound, 

Let all the nations know, 

To earth’s remotest bound, 

The year of jubilee is come; 

Return ye ransomed sinners home. 

The message that followed devastated the aroused audi- 
ence. Religious excitement lasted through the night; some 
fifty persons were converted by the time the sun rose over 
the campers’ tents.®® 

At another encampment, an unusual stratagem was 
used to outwit “Beelzebub.” The Reverend James Havens 
shifted the location of the altar, saying to his audience: 
“We have fought the Devil there til he understands that 
ground as well as we do; we will take him by surprise 
tonight.” The move had the desired psychological effect, 
for with the aid of hymn singing, fervent exhortation, 
prayer meetings in the tents, and a “praying circle” out 
under the stars, some sixty to seventy were converted. 
At sundown the following evening, the preacher switched 
the service back to the old site, announcing, “The Devil 
expects us to fight him up yonder where we did last night 
but we will take him by surprise again.”®® 

The camp meeting atmosphere frequently brought 
forth histrionic brilliance of which the itinerant had not 
realized he was capable. Exalted feelings increased the 
speaker’s effectiveness, and the out-of-doors seemed to 
make communion with God easier. One observer noted 
that “if there is anything like eloquence in him it is sure 
to be aroused.”®’^ As a result, tiie westerners, who were 
as “inflammable as tow,” were swept into some of their 
decisions by contagious excitement, reflecting the relig- 
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ious zeal of their preachers. In 1810 at one camp meeting 
in Ohio, noted Benjamin Lakin, his colleagues had 
preached such “pointed and alarming sermons” that he 
was convinced that if the worshipers never had another 
gospel sermon “the warning they have this day had is 
sufficient to leve [sic] them without excuse.”®* Evangeli- 
cal Protestantism as preached by the old western minis- 
ters utilized the few positive truths of the future life to 
convince heretofore indifferent frontiersmen, and in many 
cases bore the fruit of transformed lives.®® 
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Camp Meeting Hymns 


1 will sing with the Spirit, and I will 
sing with the understanding also?' 

1 Cor. 14:15. 


T 

JIL.HE REMASKABLE 
growth of Methodism has been attributed as much to its 
congregational singing as to its preaching, theology, and 
flexible church policy. It has been aptly named the “sing- 
ing church.” On the American frontier, where people 
were more apt to sing than read, the followers of John 
Wesley not only lived the gospel, they sang it. Charles 
Wesley’s and Isaac Watts’s hymns of inspiration re- 
created the evangelical experience; they gave the Method- 
ist movement “life and warmth and heart.” Such songs 
“provided the necessary emotional outlet of the people 
through voicing those intimate devotional thoughts which 
so many have had and so few possess the capacity to 
express.”® Thus song became a potent force in early 
Methodism — and especially was this true at camp meet- 
ings. The early nineteenth century’s record of conversions 
bears a close kinship to the fervent singing of camp songs. 

Unfortunately, many favorites were never recorded. 
This lost body of revival song has been classified by 
scholars as “unwritten music.” The campers frequently 
relied on the preachers to supply both the words and the 
tune for group singing. Some encampment hymnody. 
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however, was compiled by itinerants and others, and pub- 
lished in camp meeting hymnbooks — one of the legacies 
of the outdoor revival in America. 

These song manuals began to appear in print shortly 
after the Kentucky Revival. Between 1805 and 1843 there 
were at least seventeen such Methodist songbooks printed 
in the United States.® All but one were edited prior to 
1840, the first appearing in 1805. The years preceding 
the “Roaring Forties” marked the high tide of the camp 
meeting hymnal. The Northeast was the principal gen- 
erating center, although Stith Mead’s Hymns and Spiritual 
Songs, published in Richmond, Virginia, in 1805; David 
B. Mintz’s Spiritual Song Book, originating in Halifax, 
North Carolina, that same year; and Thomas S. Hinde’s 
The Pilgrim Songster, first published in Cincinnati, Ohio, 
durmg 1810, are exceptions. 

Popularity seemed assured for any such compilation.* 
The demand was so great for Orange Scott’s camp song- 
book that the five thousand copies making up the initial 
edition (1829) were sold in eighteen months; three thou- 
sand of the second edition were bought qxiickly; and sev- 
eral months later when the third edition went to press, 
fifteen hundred were earmarked for paid subscribers. The 
preface of this publication contained the argument that 
its price, selection, and size made it preferable to some 
larger camp meeting hymnals, because they “are not of 
course so convenient for the pocket.” “Pocket-size” edi- 
tions varied in dimensions. The 1832 work of Scott’s 
measured two and three-fourths inches by four and one- 
half inches; another songbook published four years later 
was two inches by three and one-half inches.® 

In itself, the pocket-sized hymnbook was not an inno- 
vation caused by the advent of camp meetings. For ex- 
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ample, the officially sanctioned Methodist hymnal of 
1830, certainly intended for use at all types of religious 
gatherings, was also of that size. It bore the title. The 
Methodist Pocket Hymn Book, revised and improved. 
Because competition was great, a request appeared in the 
preface: “We most earnestly entreat you, if you have any 
respect for the authority of the Conferences, or of us, . . . 
to purchase no Hymn Books, but what are signed with 
the names of your Bishops.”® Like many other songbooks 
used at encampments, this publication was not solely 
restricted to a pocket size. In 1831 it appeared in three 
forms, the smallest being the “Pearl” edition. This was 
advertised as the most diminutive of the “compact and 
portable little books,” and it was urged that “every child 
that can read ought to be put in possession of one.” 
While the sponsors of the official hymnal attempted to 
reduce the circulation of the camp song manuals, they 
were not entirely successful.'^ 

Campers’ hymnals when first published were similar to 
other church song collections of their day in that they 
contamed only the texts of the songs without musical 
notation. Their indexes listed the selections, as many as 
125, either by title, or, as was more frequently the case, 
by first line. John and Charles Wesley and Isaac Watts 
were favored composers. Revival tunes with scores ap- 
pended first appeared in country-sing manuals, beginning 
with the Christian Harmony, printed in New Hampshire 
in 1805. Thus the tunes of the camp meetings were orig- 
inally publicized by the coxmtry singing masters.® 

One of the best-known camp songbooks was The Pil- 
grim Songster. Between 1810 and 1828 the combined 
circulation of its three western editions was not less than 
ten thousand, a large audience for that day.® The Songster 
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also went through several editions in Philadelphia, Balti- 
more, and New York. Thomas S. Hinde, the original com- 
piler, insisted in 1828 that other editors “neglected to 
give credit to the proper authors”; most of the songs were 
“mutilated.”^® This statement offers a valuable clue to the 
nebulous history of camp meeting hymnody. Variations in 
songs copied by various persons at different times meant 
transformation of many backwoods favorites. Outdoor 
revival hymns were seldom created in an immutable form. 
The number of hymnals patterned after Hinde’s publica- 
tion bears further testimony to the widespread appeal of 
revival psalmody. 

Greatly contributing to the success of The Pilgrim 
Songster were the many selections written by the two 
“western poets,” John A. Granade and Caleb Jarvis Tay- 
lor, both Great Revival alumni. In the third edition of the 
work one-third of all the spiritual tunes listed were pro- 
duced by those two collaborators. Historian Bangs said 
Granade’s compositions, the “Pilgrim’s Songs,” were 
“among the most popular hymns which were sung at those 
camp meetings, and perhaps became the fruitful source 
whence sprung the numerous ditties from which the 
Church was, for some time, almost deluged.”^^ 

In spite of the plethora of publications available, camp 
leaders were continually confronted with a shortage of 
songbooks. Undaunted, they cut up the hymnbooks and 
distributed the leaves so that all could learn some words 
by heart. The practice of “lining the hymn” also aided the 
worshipers in their memorizing task, a technique espe- 
cially helpful to the many in the audience who were 
illiterate. In this procedure the preacher read two lines 
and then everyone sang them; he continued in this way 
until all the verses had been sung. K the selection was as 
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popular as Isaac Watts’s “Am I a Soldier of the Cross?” 
prompting was not necessary. Instrumental accompani- 
ment was frowned on because “it detracted from the sim- 
plicity of the services.”^^ 

It has been truthfully said that in the early days of 
Methodism “congregational singing was worship and the 
beginning of prayers.” Joyous songs as well as mournful 
dirges, inspirational hymns as well as martial airs were 
evoked by the mood and the occasion. The themes were 
predominantly versions of the doctrines and teachings of 
the word of God 

which have been recognized in all ages as the most ready to arouse 
the sinful heart: the agony and sufferings of Christ in Gethsemane, 
and on Calvary; the coming of the Saviour a second time to . . . 
claim his oppressed, tempted, and suffering followers; heaven . . . 
the evils of earth and a probationary condition, . . . hell ... a place 
of actual increasing punishment, set forth in fearfully vivid lan- 
guage; death ... to the wicked a foretaste of the consiuning wrath 
of God that shall devour all his adversaries.^® 

The traditional hymns — ^the “allowed” hymns — ^were 
popular, but the folk products more nearly satisfied the 
new religious conditions of the camp meeting. These folk 
songs can be arbitrarily categorized into three mutually 
exclusive types: religious ballads, hymns of praise, and 
revival spirituals.^^ Worldly tunes were wedded to other- 
worldly texts, a practice engaged in years earlier by John 
Wesley in England. Any worshiper who had gone to a 
social affair and raised his voice in song could be equally 
exuberant at the camp meeting. His old favorites now car- 
ried a religious message, but the musical score remained 
the same. 

The “religious ballads” probably did not spring from 
any particular religious movement, for they had long been 
in existence. They were of many subtypes. Composed for 
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individual singing, those narrating biblical happenings 
were strong favorites. Scriptural giants were personalized 
in song, and the glories of Zion were made real. A not 
uncommon twist was the addition of one’s own personal 
religious experiences after a narration from the Scriptures. 
The traditional begumiug for one was: 

When Joseph his brethren beheld. 

Afflicted and trembling with fear. 

His heart with compassion was fill’d, 

From weeping he could not forbear. 

A while his behavior was rough, 

To bring their past sins to their mind: 

But when they were humbled enough. 

He hasten’d to show hims elf kind. 

John Newton, the maker of the text, attached four more 
stanzas relating to his own trials.^® This type was ex- 
tremely popular during the early nineteenth century when 
camp meeting altar services were introduced, although 
by the 1850’s it was not considered proper for public 
worship. 

These experiential songs or mourner’s songs always 
began with the traditional “Come all ye” and went on to 
explain how the subject who was bom in sin experienced 
religion, was saved, and became a child of God. Such 
songs that stressed man’s short temporal life and the im- 
minence of the Judgment Day were effective in swaying 
the wavering sioner at the altar. For example, the words 
of the first of six verses of “Pray Cast a Look Upon That 
Bier” vividly described the tenor of the preacher’s exhor- 
tation: 


Pray, cast a look upon that bier, 

A corpse must preach to-day. 

It tells the old, the young and fair. 
Their house is built of clay. 
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Another pointedly called the attention of the listener to 
the consequences of his actions: 

Stop poor sinners, stop and think, 

Before you farther go; 

Will you sport upon the brink of everlasting wo! 

On the verge of ruin stop. 

Now the friendly warning take; 

Stay your footsteps, ere ye drop 
Into &e burning lake.^® 

One can only speculate as to the effectiveness of the 
chanting of the following by bystanders as the penitents 
were being exhorted at the mourner’s bench: 

Pray on, my brethren in the Lord; 

Pray ’til you feel the pow’r of God; 

Pray ’til he drives your doubts away. 

Pray ’til you see the gospel day. 

Pray for the mourners; see their grief; 

Pray ’til the mourners find relief; 

Pray for the wicked everjnvhere; 

Pray that your garments may be clear 

In fact, every camp songbook offered a variety of mourn- 
er’s songs to choose from. The following lines reveal 
their themes: “Hark my gay friend, that solemn toll,” 
“Ye mourners who in silent gloom,” “Farewell, dear 
friends, I must be gone,” “When blooming youth is 
snatched away.”^® 

In exhorting others to enjoy the advantages of a holy 
life, the campers often invoked a martial spirit. They 
viewed themselves as soldiers enlisted under the banner of 
Christ, pledged to wage “unceasing warfare against sin.” 
At one encampment, preacher Granade led a part of the 
congregation in this stirring ballad: 
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Ye soldiers of Jesus, pray stand to your arms. 

Prepare for the battle, the gospel alarms; 

The trtimpets are sounding, come, soldiers, and see 
The standard and colours of sweet liberty. 

At the same time Taylor led the other group in a similar 
song: 

Hark! Brethren, don’t you hear the sound! 

The martial trumpets now are blowing; . . , 

Bounty offered, joy and peace; 

To every soldier this is given; 

When from toils and war they cease, 

A mansion bright, prepared in Heaven.^* 

The first lines of some selections indicated this warlike 
spirit: “The gospel calls for volunteers,” “Am I a soldier 
of the Cross,” “Hark, listen to the trumpeters!” and “A 
soldier, Lord, thou hast me made.” An especially expres- 
sive hynm was included in The Wesleyan Camp Meeting 
Hymn Book: 

I’ve listed in the Holy War, 

To fight for life and endless joy; 

And grace more boundless than the seas. 

Is the rich wages I receive. 

Under Captain, Jesus Christ, 

I now am listed during life. 

To fight against the powers of Hell, 

In favour of Immanuel 

I have a sword which, when I wield 
The stoutest foes must quit the field; 

The word of God must e’er prevail, 

Eternal truth can never fail. 

A final category included in the religious ballad group- 
ing, the “farewell songs,” dealt intimately with the back- 
woods revival institution. Here was voiced the worshiper’s 
sadness in breaking up camp or leaving the meeting. Used 
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in the parting handshake ceremony, they told a familiar 
story: 


Lord, when together here we meet, 

And taste thy heavenly grace. 

Thy smiles are so divinely sweet, 

We’re loath to leave the place. 

Yet Father, since it is thy will 
That we must part again, 

O let thy precious presence still 
With everyone remain.^® 

The “hymns of praise,” on the other hand, were joyous 
in spirit. Converts who were “washed white in the blood 
of the Lamb” were anxious to sing of it, and their songs 
were given forth in a wholehearted manner. The texts had 
been earlier superimposed on old folk melodies, in the 
evangelical fervor surrounding the Baptist and Methodist 
beginnings in England and later in America.^^ That the 
communicants experienced blissful joy was evident in 
“Almighty love inspire,” “Hosannah to Jesus! I’m filled 
with his praise,” “Hail the blest morn,” “Come saints and 
sing to Christ our King,” “O’ how charming. O’ how 
charming,” and “How Happy, how loving, how joyful I 
feel.” The words of a “Hymn of Rejoicing in Communion 
with God” embody the mood of the h ymns of praise: 

Come, thou foimt of every blessing. 

Tune my heart to sing thy grace; 

Streams of mercy never ceasing. 

Call for songs of loudest praise. 

Teach me some melodious sonnet 
Sung by flaming tongues above; 

Praise tiie mount! I’m fixed upon it. 

Mount of thy redeeming love.®® 

While some of the foregoing texts were undoubtedly 
composed on the grounds, it remained for the camp meet- 
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ing to sire a new brand of song, the “revival spiritual.” 
As an aftermath of the Kentucky Revival, the traditional 
hymns and folk hymns were literally sung to pieces, and 
a final advance of the song movement toward the folk 
level was achieved. Text simplification during the encamp- 
ment’s heyday created this true camp meeting song. 
Often spontaneous, it was an organically constructed tune 
which refused to let formalism deter its impact. Words 
that interfered with the meter were changed, sometimes 
making little sense except to the camper. The old hymns 
of Wesley and Watts were frequently too sober or too 
complicated to express the aroused feelings of the preach- 
er and his camp audience. In contrast, spiritual songs 
combined the strongly marked rhythm and the graphic 
narrative method of the folk ballad, and at the same time 
used a combination of scriptural phrases and everyday 
language. Repetition rendered them contagious and easily 
remembered. English tunes which were put to use were 
adapted with lyrics considerably altered. Textual simpli- 
fication, their chief characteristic, was achieved in a 
variety of ways. 

Verses were shortened, refrains added, and expressions 
and ejaculations interpolated. The revival spiritual that 
represented the least change from the orthodox hymnody 
of the eighteenth century was that in which each stanza 
of text, usually four lines long, was followed by a chorus 
of the same length. 

On Jordan’s stormy banks I stand 
And cast a wishful eye. 

To Canaan’s fair and happy land 
Where my possession lie. 

Chorus 

I’m bound for the promised land, 

I’m bound for the promised land, 
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Oh, who will come and go with me? 

I’m boimd for the promised land.^® 

While only a few might know the verse, all could join in 
the chorus. For that reason the infectious chorus and 
refrain of “Shout Old Satan’s Kingdom Down” made it 
especially popular; 

This day my soul has caught new fire 
HaUe, haUelujah! 

I feel that heav’n is coming nigh’r 
O glory hallelujah! 

Chorus 

Shout, shout, we’re gaining ground, 

Halle, hallelujah! 

We’ll shout old Satan’s kingdom down, 

O glory hallelujah!®^ 

Others went into a refrain after the first text couplet or 
one-line verse: 


There is a school on earth begun. 

Chorus: Halle, Hallelujah; 

Supported by the holy one 
Chorus: Glory O Hallelujah 
He calls his pupils for to prove, 

Chorus: Halle, Hallelujah 

The greatness of redeeming love, 

Chorus: Sing Glory O Hallelujah.*^ 

An even simpler form, including much repetition, was one 
in which new poetic Imes were not added in subsequent 
stanzas, but only one or two words were changed. Thus 
the name of the person appealed to — ^preacher, father, 
mother, and so on — ^was substituted in the original verse.^® 
Simplicity itself was the song of one short phrase repeated 
three or four times, and then followed by a one-phrase 
refrain. A chorus could substitute one Bible hero after 
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another in the stanzas of one ditty that began with Noah’s 
exploits: 


Oh where is good old Noah? 

Oh where is good old Noah? 

Oh where is good old Noah? 

Safe in the promised Land. 

He went up through the flood of waters 
He went up through the flood of waters 
He went up through the flood of waters 
Safe in the promised Land.®'^ 

The apparent ultimate in text reduction was reached 
when one short phrase or sentence was repeated to fill 
out a time frame and complete a stanza. For example: 

Come to Jesus, 

Come to Jesus, 

Come to Jesus just now. 

Just now come to Jesus, 

Come to Jesus just now.^s 

Preachers may have originated some of the last category, 
but the singers themselves probably started most of the 
ejaculatory hynms in their desire to convey a religious 
experience or emotion, and the throng spontaneously took 
the songs over. 

Revival spirituals also included such arresting lines as 
“How precious is the name, brethren sing, brethren sing,” 
“An early s umm ons Jesus sends,” and “How lost was 
my condition.” The narrative of these songs was expres- 
sive and could have been sung on any frontier camp- 
ground. Indeed, the nondenominational phraseology 
makes it diflicult to discern to which branch of Protestant- 
ism the authors belonged. One explanation may be that 
the songs were used in the early “General Camp Meet- 
ings” of the Kentucky Revival in which the Methodists, 
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Baptists, and Presbyterians united in worship.^® On the 
other hand, a definitely sectarian number, “The Method- 
ist,” was a perennial favorite among the evangels: 

The world, the Devil and Tom Paine 
Have try’d their force, but all in vain. 

They can’t prevail, the reason is. 

The Lord Defends the Methodist. 

They pray, they sing, they preach the best. 

And do the Devil most molest. 

If Satan had his vicious way, 

He’d kill and damn them aU today. 

They are despised by Satan’s train. 

Because they shout and preach so plain. 

I’m boxmd to march in endless bliss. 

And die a shouting Methodist.*® 

Negro spirituals, sung by both the white and colored 
people, can be considered another subdivision of the 
revival spiritual. Although their themes are various, the 
emphasis on otherworldliness suggests that their primary 
value was m providing an escape from the cruel realities 
of bonded labor. Optimism is evident in lines such as 
“Look away in de heaven. Lord,” “Heaven, heaven, every- 
body ta lkin ’ ’bout heaven ain’t goin’ there,” and “Dere’s 
a great camp meetin’ in de promised land.” One favorite 
had these oft-repeated words: 

Oh I’m going to glory — won’t you 

Come along with me? 

Don’t you see the angels beckoning 

And calling me aws/l 

Don’t you see the golden city and the everlasting day?®^ 

Among the present-day Negro spirituals that apparently 
had their beginnings in the early nineteenth century are 
“All My Sms Done Taken Away,” “Dere’s No One Lak 
Jesus,” “Death Is m Dis Lawd,” “Glad I Got Religion.”®® 
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Some writers have called the spirituals an “oral Bible,” 
for they gave illiterates a chance to glimpse the Savior 
and His Kmgdom. Song themes centered around the 
church, the Christian, and the world; the Scriptures them- 
selves provided much material for the verses. “Jordan’s 
Banks,” “Canaan’s Fields,” and the “New Jerusalem” 
were mentioned frequently. The Judgment Day was most 
vividly described: 

My Lord what a morning when de stars begin to fall, 

You’ll see de worl’ on fire. 

You’ll see de moon a bleedin’ an’ 

De moon will turn to blood.®® 

The Negro spiritual had a definitive quality setting it 
apart from the songs sung by the white campers, yet there 
are many similarities between the two. Contrariwise, the 
differences between them make uncertain the exact origin 
of the Negro spiritual. One church historian believed that 
“the camp songs of the Negroes, like the corn songs of that 
period, were rich, original and general African produc- 
tions.” A Negro folk singer has agreed with the theory 
that the religious songs had direct African roots. After 
studymg the forms and sources of African songs and 
American folk hymnody, he characterized them as “Afra- 
merican religious folk songs” rather than “Negro spirit- 
uals.” An anthropologist has claimed that “Negro music 
to some extent reflects this African background,” while 
at the same time it has been influenced by regional devel- 
opment in America.®^ It seems true that musical patterns, 
more than any other aspect of culture, tend to lodge on 
the unconscious level. 

In compariag the spirituals of the Negroes with those 
of the whites, one finds that both the subject matter and 
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the form are closely allied. One favorite white spiritual 
begins: 


They crucified my Savior 
And nailed him to the cross 
See Mary comes a-weeping 
To see where he was laid. 

He arose and ascended in a cloud. 

This was changed by the Negroes to: 

Dey crucified my Savior 
And nailed him to de cross. 

Oh, Mary come a-runnin’ 

Her Savior for to see 

He rose, he rose from de dead.®® 

More than eighty songs have been thus compared by one 
musical scholar, and were found to be adaptations of early 
religious compositions of the whites. Some of the songs 
sung on the plantation were the well-known church 
hymns, while others “of a wilder more indefinite charac- 
ter were picked up at camp meetings.” The Negro in 
America probably created many songs by the same 
process as the whites, “by endless singing of heard tunes 
and by endless, inevitable and concomitant singing 
differentiation.”®® 

When a multiplicity of hymns were sung at the same 
time with each group trying to “outsing” the other, din 
and disorder were created. An early nineteenth-century 
writer credited the “merry airs” adapted from old songs 
— “miserable as poetry and senseless as matter” — ^with 
contributing to the emotional excitement.®'^ Climaxing 
hours of preaching and exhorting, these songs opened the 
way for a show of great feeling. When some people 
jumped and screamed, clapped their hands, thumped and 
patted the floor, and agitated their bodies while accom- 
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panying the songs, great excitement ensued. At times the 
whole congregation followed suit. One of John Wesley’s 
rules for congregational singing was certainly carried out 
at camp meetings: 

Sing lustily, and with a good courage. Beware of singing as if 
you were half dead, or half asleep; but lift up your voices widi 
strength.*® 

Camp meeting hynmody neither began nor ended on 
the campground. The songs found their way into the 
cabins of the backwoodsmen and were not infrequently 
a part of the family prayer service. Insofar as song texts 
are concerned, camp meetiug songs have left no visible 
imprint on present-day Methodist hynmody. But the 
music itself is quite another matter. Some of the tunes 
have reappeared in church hymnals, and it is the judg- 
ment of an outstanding musical scholar that there seems 
to be an increasing tendency to use more of them.®® In 
the 1860’s a number of Granade’s and Taylor’s spiritual 
songs were still included in various hymnals, but the 
authors’ names appear to have been unknown to the edi- 
tors. Then too, the hymn itself was either garbled or im- 
proved by the compilers. The Methodists for the past fifty 
years have progressively eliminated folk tunes from their 
authorized hymnals, but the 1935 edition showed a check- 
ing of this tendency. Seven tunes in that work have been 
identified as early folk melodies. After long study, numer- 
ous musical scholars have concluded that the country 
folk were not far wrong when they described folk music 
— ^which includes the camp meeting hymns — as “the most 
beautiful music on earth.”*® 



II 


Sociability in the Tented Grove 


[Camp Meetings] tend to draw us off 
unwarily from our principal design of 
worship and to engage our affections 
to the novelties of the scenes, and the 
greetings of new faces, and the hos^ 
pitality of reciprocal visits, the exemp- 
tion from the usual labours and cares, 
the reports of the doings within and 
without the camp: ALL these things 
may give pleasing agitations to the 
mind, but are they certainly holy? . . . 
Take away the worship, and there 
would remain sufficient gratifications to 
allure the most of young people, and 
thousands if equally fed and freed from 
labour would follow.^ 

— ** Scrutator,*’ 1822 


T 

JILhe “evils” of 
camp meetings were summed up in the above maimer by 
John Fanning Watson, a trenchant but nevertheless 
friendly Methodist critic.® In his condemnation the writer 
unwittingly underscored the very features of the revival 
which made it a vital socioreligious institution in the 
western backwoods. It was a holiday occasion as well 
as a time of devotion for the pioneer. In the almost barren 
life of the rural world that was America during the early 
nineteenth century, the frontier camp meeting was a 
significant social experience. 

Loneliness and desolation were inevitable when settle- 
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ment was sparse and widespread; they were the common 
laments of frontier women. When the head of the family 
was out trapping or shooting game for weeks at a time, 
the sohtary life became almost unbearable. During the 
bear hunting season of 1816, one Indiana wife confided 
to Morris Birkbeck, the English traveler, that “she was 
quite overcome with lone,” not having seen her husband 
or anyone else for several weeks.® Rehef from isolation 
for the residents of the border regions consisted mainly in 
the visiting of neighbors, perhaps for a house-raising, a 
comhusking, or a sewing or logging bee. Also refreshing 
was the two-day militia muster, held usually in the fall, 
which was three parts frolic and one part military drill. 
If a town were near by, then attending court, weddings, 
funerals, political barbecues, and church could be added 
to the limited social schedule. Generally, however, religion 
afforded the major outlet for the backwoodsman’s pent- 
up emotions. Whether practiced in the Quaker or Method- 
ist, Baptist or Presbyterian manner, the worship services 
might be held in a cabin home, a tiny log church, or the 
open clearing. The Methodist camp meeting was one 
among many means of ministering to the pioneer. 

“Going to camp meeting” was a high point in the 
social routine of the farmer and his entire f amil y. Supply- 
ing the need of group association to overcome the seclu- 
sion and monotony of frontier life, the woodland revival 
offered relief from farm drudgery and a chance for four 
whole days of preaching, praying, and singing together. 
It was an event which many had been anticipating for 
months. Here the settler had a chance to make new friends 
and to meet with old ones. Here frenzied courting went 
on among the younger folk. One old-time camper re- 
marked that the encampments at Rock Spring in Lincoln 
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County, North Carolina, “had been mating groimds for 
that state for fifty years.”* Within and without the camp- 
ground, youths and grownups engaged in “sparking” as 
best they could when confronted with the event-packed 
schedule of the open-air revival. A young lady recorded 
in her diary after a Georgia camp meeting in 1846: 

I have attended the Houston camp meeting and enjoyed myself 
weU in one respect. We had beaux in abundance, which always 
gratifies the vanity of girls — too much for their spiritual good. I 
made several new acquaintances among the gentlemen. Dr. Oliver 
Robinson, D. Lockett, with whom I was particularly pleased.® 

At an Alabama encampment three years later, another 
girl wrote a friend that she had acquired “many boy 
friends,” and that aU the young women enjoyed them- 
selves “more than they ever had before.”® Mother Nature 
was also at work at an Indiana gathering of 1829. A 
visitor disgustedly reported the breakfast-time courting 
of the younger set: “I marked many a fair but pale face, 
that I recognized as a demoniac of the night, simpering 
beside a swain, to whom she carefully administered hot 
coffee and eggs.’”^ Love found a way at the outdoor 
revival as elsewhere. 

Camp meetings afforded the settler an opportunity to 
indulge in his love of camping out. Traveler-writers often 
commented upon the Americans’ fondness for the great 
out-of-doors. Camping out was a pleasurable pastime 
of all, and particularly a passion of the residents of the 
rural regions. They looked forward to making a journey 
of sufficient distance from home to necessitate staying 
away overnight. This usually involved sleeping outside 
in some improvised shelter, a practice made possible by 
the long summers and mild autumns. The evangelistic 
device — the camp meeting — met that universal yearn- 




A Massachusetts 

camp meeting, circa 1856. The fancy pulpit, smooth wooden 
benches, and permanent buildings in the background suggest the 
maturer stage of the camp meeting. Courtesy of the Bettman 
Archive. 
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ing and at the same time surmounted the obstacles of 
distance from a house of worship and lodging for the 
traveler, obstacles which previously had kept many from 
the observance of religion. No longer was there any 
excuse to stay away from preaching. The backwoods- 
man’s enthusiasm was indicated in the distance of thirty, 
fifty, and even one hundred miles he traveled to attend. 
Thus the woodland gathering, an integral part of the 
culture pattern of young America, was also a great stimu- 
lus to religious activity. In 1846 a Prussian traveler com- 
mented that “it is asserted that not a few resort to camp 
meetings for the sake of camping and in order to relieve 
the unhorm tedious observance of Sunday.”® 

“Camp meeting religion” had a contagious attraction 
for the westerner. Living dangerously and often at the 
animal level of existence, he wanted an optimistic, 
emotional type of salvation preached to him. Moreover, 
the camp services carried an equalitarian flavor — all 
men were equal and sinners in the eyes of a forgiving 
God. This leveling aspect was reflected in a popular camp 
meeting ditty: 

Come hungry, come thirsty, come ragged, come bare. 

Come filthy, come lousy, come just as you are. 

The over-aU lure of the woodland Bethel has been out- 
lined by one contemporary as being composed of 

the love of variety and novelty — the desire for excitements — 
romantic feelings — tedium of common everyday life — love of 
good fellowship — and even a willingness to obtain cheap religious 
character and a secret hope that they please God and merit Heaven 
for so exhalting and long continued devotion.® 

To many, the attraction of the “tented grove” proved 
irresistible. The story is told of one shoe repairman whose 
business failed because of neglect while he visited camp 
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meetings far and near, in Maryland, Virginia, Delaware, 
and Pennsylvania. The distinguished western writer, 
Baynard Rush Hall, wrote of how once or twice a year 
children were removed from school and whole families 
rushed to the camp meeting “under the belief that the 
Christian God is a God of the woods and not of the 
towns.”^® 

Few events excelled the amusement and excitement of 
a trip to a backwoods encampment. When “camp meetin’ 
time” arrived, empty clearings became crowded with 
people eager for the worship and companionship ahead. 
Long journeys over tortuous trails were undertaken un- 
complainingly. Pioneers came in every possible means 
of conveyance — ox carts, sledges, hay wagons, covered 
wagons, chaises, coaches — and on horseback and on 
foot. Along with them came the inevitable provisions, 
tents, and makeshift shelter materials; a few worshipers 
even carried beds and cooking stoves. One Alabama 
camper described the elegant style in which some wealthy 
families traveled to a Sunday camp service in 1843. 
There was the special cushioned carriage, “delicately 
lined and trimmed within with linen, silk, and satin.” This 
two-seated vehicle might contain the mother and daugh- 
ters, with a waiting maid and well-dressed Negro slave 
perched in the high driver’s seat. Following close behind 
would be the buggy drawn by a geldmg, carrying the 
master and his Negro attendent. Then came the fancy 
saddle horses manned by the planter’s sons, and pulling 
up the rear were possibly two mules bearing the oldest 
male and female slaves. In sharp contrast were the outfits 
of the poor who made a special trip to the campgroimd on 
the Sabbath. Some came by oxcart, others by the one 
horse they owned, with that creature bearing up under the 
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load of one in the saddle, one on the rider’s lap, and one 
behind.^ 

A contemporary sketch gives a glimpse of campers 
going to a Bloomington, Indiana, revival in the 1840’s. 
As the group wended their way, they were joined by 
others mounted and on foot. Young and old alike jour- 
neyed along singing snatches of their favorite religious 
songs, chanting enthusiastically the triunpet melodies 
suitable for marching such as “Glory! Glory! Glory!” 
“He’s a coming, coming, coming,” and “Come, let us 
march on, march on, march on!” They made a striking 
picture in their homespun clothes, the men in wool hats, 
breeches, and moccasins, and the women in s imilar foot- 
wear, scoop-shovel bonnets, and calico dresses. Encoun- 
tering strangers, they would invite them “to go to camp 
meeting,” promising that they would be rewarded, for 
many were “saved” there. If the offer were refused and 
one asked why they worshiped God in the woods, he was 
told: “Oh! come and see! Only come to camp and git 
your cold heart warmed — Come git religion — let it 
out with a shout — and you’ll not axe that infidel sort of 
question no more.”^^ 

Because the Methodists were able to proselyte so effec- 
tively through their camp meetings, other denominations 
frequently sought to keep their own members from attend- 
ing them. Despite such bans non-Methodist churchmen 
attended. For example, in 1809 Moravians came to the 
first Methodist encampments held in the W ills Creek 
Circuit of Ohio. Another forest revival six years later, 
the first of its kind in the Mechanicsburg, Ohio, area, 
attracted many “New Light” Presbyterians. In 1815, a 
rival North Carolina meeting attracted numerous mem- 
bers of the Moravian sect away from their own services. 
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testifying to the strength of the camp meeting’s initial 
appeal.^® 

Many other than the religious-mmded attended the 
frontier encampments. The worst as well as the best 
people of the community were drawn there by the long- 
ing for a spectacle, and they brought their morals with 
them. Apparently, the immoral and irreligious were 
always in approximately equal numbers with the profes- 
sing Christians and the serious-minded. A traveler of the 
forties estimated that one-fourth of all the persons present 
at one revival were not interested m the message delivered, 
but came only to be startled and amused. Yet many of 
the curious-minded who came to be entertained by this 
unusual religious drama “had an interest awakened in 
their hearts” under the spell of the revival preaching and 
the awesome night services.^* 

Politicians often visited, some to worship, others to 
make friends and influence voters. Campaigners, hungry 
for votes, shrewdly appraised the crowded encampments 
as worth-while stopping places. At the larger meetings 
territorial or state governors were present. Electioneering 
at the camp services was frowned on by the church 
authorities, and on at least one occasion public notice to 
this effect was made m the local newspapers.^® Merchants 
of all types, selling gingerbread, lemonade, watermelon, 
com, other edibles, and liquor, peddled their wares. 
Although liquor salesmen were forbidden entrance to 
the grounds, their products came in by devious means 
with frequently disturbing results. Horse thieves and 
women of easy virtue plied their respective trades. Others 
invitmg patronage mcluded book agents, dentists, doc- 
tors, daguerreotypists, barbers, and even bootblacks. One 
camper remioisced about this sad state of affairs; 
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We have even heard a venerable minister publicly announce the 
fact that a man was present at the meeting who desired to “pull 
teeth.” We have heard in prayer meeting, upon a Sabbath mornin g , 
a painfully silly and flippant harangue from a pretended convert, 
prefaced by the declaration that the speaker was a vendor of shoe- 
blacking. . . . How many boxes of blacking his profession of piety 
enabled him to seU we are not prepared to state, but there is not 
a shadow of doubt that the rascal had expressly contrived the 
imprudent trick for the occasion. We have also seen a man 
bustling from tent to tent, thrusting into the faces of the occupants 
a printed notice promising speedy and gratuitotis relief from the 
headache.^® 

On the Sabbath, when residents from the near-by 
towns journeyed out to the encampment, the attendance 
often swelled to double and triple its weekday size. No 
fewer than three complete services were scheduled for 
the benefit of the campers who knew the day would be 
event-packed. A southern camp meeting might have to 
compete against such attractions as the cock-fighting 
arena of New Orleans, which offered in 1822 not only 
front seats for fifty cents but two glasses of refreshment 
free. One proverb put it this way: “The good people 
go to camp meetings Friday, backsliders Saturday, row- 
dies Saturday rught, and gentlemen and lady sinners 
Sunday.”^'^ But regardless of background or motive, all 
the spectators, including the most devout, expected the 
camp meeting to be entertaining. 

The backwoods revival has been described as “the most 
mammoth picnic possible,” where hospitality abounded, 
and where “ ’tis no one’s fault, saint or sinner if he gets 
not enough to eat, and that the best the land affords.”^® 
Cooking was usually done by groups of women, each of 
whom had saved her best pickles and preserves for the 
occasion. They evidently competed with each other in 
turning out banquet fare. At an Ohio meeting of 1818, 
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a preacher waxed lyrical over the Saturday night dinner 
set before him: “This bounteous meal is of the flesh-pots 
of Egypt, being mainly composed of hog-meat — pardon 
the title; we see no vulgarity in it here — in all shapes of 
cookery, mutton, beef, and hecatombs of cold chickens.” 
Indeed, a prime attraction to more than one visitor was 
the rare chance to get a piece of fresh meat. There was 
“no want of creature comforts” when a worshiper could 
look forward to an excellent dinner’s being served as soon 
as the morning services were over.^® 

That some did overstress the nonspiritual feature of 
“good eats” at the summer revival meeting is evidenced 
by the fact that the editor of the Western Christian Advo- 
cate thought it necessary to advise his readers on the 
subject. He urged the “plainest fare” at camp meetings, 
and leaving nothing to chance, enumerated the items he 
had in mind. Approved were dried beef, boiled ham or 
pork, and bread, all to be prepared in advance. “Leave 
your veal and chickens at home” to eliminate “all the 
frying, and boiling and otherwise preparing of meat at 
the camp fire,” he added. Tea, coffee, and water were 
acceptable beverages. No vegetables were to be brought 
except potatoes, indicating a definite lack of interest in 
balanced nutrition. The significance of this culinary 
advice is much broader than that of dietetics itself. Pri- 
marily, such simplicity in food preparation freed the 
woman of the family from the cooking chores, giving 
her more time to attend the services. Abstinence from 
feasts had a good effect on all, for the emphasis on purely 
sensual enjoyment would be lessened. Finally, simple 
menus would stress the equalitarian aspect of “camp 
meetin’ time”; “The poor and the rich would, as is very 
meet, be placed on such an equality as would have an 
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excellent effect. The one class would be humbled, and 
the other exhalted.”^® 

The spirit of friendliness and good fellowship that 
prevailed was always remarked on by both sympathetic 
and hostile observers. There was something cheery about 
clustering around an open fire to roast ears of corn or 
meat on forked sticks. As one traveler remarked, the 
western camp meeting was “the very heart and soul of 
hospitality and kindness.” Reminiscing about his father’s 
liberality, a veteran camper said it was his practice to 
announce at the end of an afternoon’s service that if 
there were any unprovided for, “Come around to the . . .’s 
tent for supper.” The Swedish traveler, Fredrika Bremer, 
recounted that she had accepted the invitation of a “red- 
hot Methodist” family at a Georgia camp meeting in 
1850, and had all her wants provided.^^ Not infrequently 
large tents were erected on the grounds by the more 
affluent churchmen to accommodate strangers with free 
food and lodging. Meals at moderate prices were also 
served in boarding tents at encampments both north and 
south of the Ohio.*^ 

Unfortunately, the camper’s hospitality was often 
sorely imposed upon. “Spongers” appeared to be a peren- 
nial problem of the revival’s sponsors in the sparsely 
settled co mm unities. Too often, campers expected to live 
off the land and their tent neighbors, without contributing 
anything in return. Especially unenthusiastic about this 
practice were the churchmen who had allowed the en- 
campments to be set up on their land, even setting aside 
pasturage for the horses. Because of the spoilage of crops, 
the consumption of fodder, the stealing of “the hay in 
the shock in the field,” and the “borrowing” of feed 
troughs, water buckets, and the like, a few donors with- 
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drew their offers. If one newspaper correspondent is to 
be believed, many women became so discouraged from 
overwork and inability to participate in the religious wor- 
ship because of slaving to feed and house these uninvited 
guests that they discontinued the yearly camp meeting 
habit.^® 

The evil grew to such huge proportions that the indi- 
vidual preachers resolved to end it once and for all. Each 
camper must be prepared to provision himself. The 
sponsors of a Whitewater Circuit camp meeting in Indi- 
ana announced that they did not intend to feed “man, 
woman, or child, horse, ox or ass.” This strategy worked, 
for although some young men “in the habit of going to 
camp meetings, far and near, to sponge” attended, they 
went away empty handed.®^ Parallel situations were simi- 
larly handled at a Chillicothe campground in 1814, at 
London, Ohio, in 1825, and at Charlestown, Indiana, in 
the same year. Yet even fourteen years later the West- 
ern Christian Advocate still carried admonitions to 
“spongers.”^ 

Other problems beset these worshipers in the woods. 
They were at the mercy of the elements, and not infre- 
quently violent storms struck the encampments. While 
there are no recorded fatalities, at an Elyria meeting in 
northern Ohio in 1834 one man was nearly killed by 
a falling tree. “Powerful rains” drove the people from 
their seats at a Tennessee gathering led by James Axley 
in 1815, and “the work of God prospered in the tents.” 
At another encampment, however, at Chillicothe, Ohio, 
in May, 1 809, a minor hurricane did not even interrupt the 
services.^® The prayers by camp sponsors for good weather 
were obviously not always answered. 

Fire hazards were among the dangers of life in tent 
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city, All the lanterns, candlestands, pine-cone torches, 
“fire altars,” and cooking fires in use were potential 
sources of conflagrations, but only one instance has been 
found of a frontier campground’s being devastated by fire. 
This occurred in a Carter’s Valley Circuit, Tennessee, 
encampment in 1833.^’ Perhaps a partial explanation for 
the campers’ phenomenal success in controlling the 
danger lay in the careful regulations. According to east- 
ern camp rules, a bucket of water was to be placed outside 
each tent at night and smoking was prohibited “in the 
society tents or within the circle of tents.”^® 

No precautions, however, could prevent the spread of 
contagious diseases that appeared among the tent occu- 
pants. Epidemics had ideal conditions in which to thrive. 
Measles, no discriminator of age, took hold of circuit 
rider John Scripps at an Illinois encampment where it was 
“very prevalent in the congregation.” Itinerant Henry 
Smith got the “bilious fever” so badly at a Winchester 
Circuit encampment in Virginia during the year 1805 
that he had to leave on the fifth meeting day. He added 
that no one died of the fever there but that this sickness 
“became very prevalent throughout the country about 
this time; and some were foolish enough to lay it to the 
camp meeting.”^® Yet even those who were aware of the 
risks they were taking in mingling in large crowds retained 
their admiration for the outdoor meeting. One Alabama 
woman related in 1849: 

Our camp meeting [Indian Creek] is over Olivia and myself 

tented together Olivia was up yesterday they expect to 

attend Pike Creek camp meeting the last of the week if her children 
do not take hooping cou^. . . . Our next door neighbor at camp 
meeting had it in his family,®® 

Then there were other health hazards. The cumulative 
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effect of a prolonged outdoor revival upon the nervous 
system and physical well-being of the worshiper was, and 
is, a matter of some conjecture. K the word of the eccen- 
tric Lorenzo Dow is accepted, a stay at a camp meeting 
had solely a beneficial effect: “Many go home better than 
they came, even delicate women, who rarely step off a 
carpet for twelve months, grow more healthy from that 
time.” One other camp meeting alumnus, however, re- 
called that the over-all physical impact was a “constant 
ringing in the ears of all varied sounds lasting usually 
forty-eight hours. Certainly four to six days spent in 
the open would not in itself be harmful. What was pos- 
sibly injurious to health was the penitent’s practice of 
lying on the ground or the straw floor of the altar during 
his religious ordeal. More serious consequences of these 
frenzied services (particularly during the Kentucky Re- 
vival) were the resultant fainting spells, nervous col- 
lapses, and hallucinations. To Samuel K. Jennings, a 
Methodist minister who attempted a “Defense of Camp 
Meetings” in 1805, it was immaterial whether the wor- 
shiper’s mental health was endangered by anxiety at the 
altar: 

If the exercise preparatory to a gracious state be a deep sense of 
sin and its awful consequences followed by a humble acceptance 
of mercy on terms of the gospel; then it must foUow that whatever 
effects it may produce it will be prudent to submit to the 

operation.*^ 

As far as the children were concerned, the novelty and 
fun of an encampment far offset any possible dangers 
involved. In a frontier region where playmates were few, 
the camp meeting crowds and excitement must have been 
eagerly awaited by the young folk. When a tent city 
sprang up in a forest clearing as if by magic, many teen- 
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age boys came to see this spectacle which had all the 
glamour, excitement, and pageantry of the later-day 
circus. The woodland meeting with its row on row of 
tents surrounding the speaker’s platform, its banners, and 
its campfires was something amazing to behold. Games 
could be played by children during the day, sometimes in 
a recreation area designated by the camp regulations. But 
always there were baby brothers and sisters to be watched 
or the family belongings to be guarded while the parents 
were engrossed with the saving of their souls. Boys were 
also used as “runners . . . who whipped away dogs and 
hogs etc.” from the outdoor auditorium during church 
sessions.*® 

Yet the supervisors had the thought of religious instruc- 
tion always uppermost in their minds. Youthfulness did 
not spell escape from long-winded services. Older chil- 
dren sat through the worship period under the watchful 
eyes of their parents; it was not unusual for converted 
“sinners” of ten years of age to be the “instruments 
through which the Lord wrought.”** More than one 
curious youth who wandered about the encampment 
ended up as a penitent in the “circle of brotherly love.” 
Some of the greats of the early circuit riding days traced 
their religious awakening to a Methodist outdoor revival 
they attended while of an impressionable age.*® 

Ample opportunity was afforded the gregarious settler 
to “git acquainted.” Even when specific “visiting times” 
were not set aside by the camp planners, there was enough 
time between the various service routines to meet one’s 
neighbors. Mealtime around the cooking fires was a popu- 
lar period of companionship. Then campers talked of 
crops, of their children’s latest exploits, and of the political 
situation. Here the married women had a chance to 
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exchange gossip, while the girls might tell of their latest 
boy friends. A favorite topic, however, that rivaled all 
others in that day of personal religion was the church 
and its activities. Worshipers were eager to inform com- 
panions of their spiritual experience or the circumstances 
surrounding the recent salvation of some close friend. 
Serious conversation, especially at the dinner table, was 
enjoined upon prospective campers. Those planning to 
attend an annual conference camp meeting in 1839 were 
advised that the emphasis should not be on this world, 
but on the world beyond. 

Should we at table spend twenty minutes in discussing the merits 
of Van Buren, Clay, and Harrison, and their claims to the presi- 
dency, or in debating the comparative viciousness of “Whiggism” 
or “Loco Focoism” would any good result from it? For Christ’s 
sake let us avoid these themes, and not introduce them among 
people who seek our society, not to reform their politics, but to 
save their souls.*® 

Here again can be discerned the hand of the local church 
leaders seeking to lead the people along religious paths. 

Many spectators were not content to entertain them- 
selves only in the intervals between the services. To the 
ultimate discomfort of the more serious-minded and the 
speakers themselves, they sought amusement during the 
religious proceedings. Exposing their souls to salvation 
appeared to be the farthest thought from their minds. 
It seemed that the nonreligious 

only attend for amusement of which there is no lack. While the 
devotees were rolling on the ground in agonizing fervor to behold, 
the others were enjoying themselves comfortably with smoking, 
chewing tobacco, drinking, chatting with the women or talking 
poMcs with tile men.*’ 

This was a dilemma faced by all camp meeting gover- 
nors. The regulations drawn up by them in the interest 
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of maintaining proper religious decorum specifically for- 
bade persons from “walking to and fro, taUdng, smok- 
ing, or otherwise disturbing the solemnities of the meet- 
ing.” Yet, in the eyes of many, these laws were simply 
rules made to be broken. The problem was publicly aired 
in the press in 1822. A letter writer complained that 
camp ordinances in central Ohio were being ignored on 
the basis that they were drafted without the consent of 
the participants, and therefore were not applicable. 
Further, “the worshipers are not in a house.” Confusion 
and disorder were the result. He lamented: “Hence they 
walk about the camp ground, their hats on, talk, laugh, 
smoke cigars, get on seats prepared for the ladies and 
transgress the rules of the meeting in various other 
ways.”®® 

On the lighter side were the practical jokes perpetrated 
by members of the audience and the backwoods preach- 
ers in this age of giant hoaxes and uninhibited jesters. At 
a Tennessee outdoor revival in 1815, Peter Cartwright 
arranged a plot to embarrass one offensive member of 
the congregation who not only took every chance he could 
get to interrupt, but who proudly exhibited “a mighty 
bushy reached head of hair.” Two members of the camp 
guard got the offender alone by urging him to follow 
them to the woods for a drink, and then proceeded to 
shear his locks. Later Cartwright had a hard time keeping 
down his “risibilities” as he threatened more violent deeds. 
At this same meeting, one tough failed in his plot to lasso 
Cartwright’s neck with frogs “strung on a hickory bark” 
while the minister was stooping and praying for the 
mourners.®® 

Some sought amusement of a less innocent form during 
the services, bringing their own “brown betty” jugs and 
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playing cards. Worshipers often had to listen to drunks 
carouse through the night. Mock sacraments in the woods 
would be held with whiskey as the lubricating agent, and 
tipsy “mourners” acting their parts at make-believe 
altars.^® To the temperance advocates the sight of revelers 
on their way to an encampment presented “a spectacle 
to the sober min d of a disgusting character.” 

A few states, in part because of church pressure, passed 
laws prohibiting the sale of intoxicating beverages within 
a radius of one and sometimes two miles of a camp- 
ground." But this was not a foolproof measure. The local 
justice of the peace or constable might choose to ignore 
the statute, for some states — Indiana, for example — 
neglected to include a penalty for violations. While 
certainly not in the majority, a number of early campers 
themselves were vocal in their denunciation of restrictive 
legislation. Were not beer, liquor, and cider “very neces- 
sary for the comforts of the attendants?”" One had only 
to look just beyond the specified zone to find a beverage 
salesman, or he might possibly locate a wagoner legally 
operating within the encampment whose food staples hid 
the jugs and cups. A Methodist newspaper editor even 
suggested that all “victualers” should be sent packing, 
for it was the merchants who were the main sources for 
“beer, whiskey, profanity, and quarrels.”^® When the 
huckster wagons began to compete with the altar area 
as the center of attraction, it seemed to AUen Whey, sea- 
soned Indiana camp leader of the 1840’s, that one or the 
other had to go: 

Since the country has become more densely populated, there are 
more persons who go to such meetings merely for recreation, than 
in former days; in consequence of which, hucksters find it a more 
profitable business to attend these meetings than formerly. I have 
myself seen as many as fourteen huckster wagons at one camp 
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meeting, and perhaps one-fourth as many boys, and lads, and 
young men, and even middle-aged, and old men about them, as 
were on the camp ground to attend religious service. Many of 
these young, and even middle-aged persons never came on the 
camp ground, unless it was to interrupt the quiet of the meeting. 
While they were about these wagons, they learn to run, jump, 
wrestle, play, yell, swear, talk vulgar, and in some instances, there 
is more mischief done to the morals of the youth of the land about 
these wagons, than there is religious good effected on the camp 
ground. Now, although the preachers and their people are not to 
blame for the evil done, in consequence of the coming together 
of such crowds of heedless sioners, we and other denominations 
will have to give up our popular meetings in the woods.^* 

Toughs and “jugs of inspiration” frequently added up 
to camp meeting proceedings that could scarcely be digni- 
fied by the term “religious.” When horses and wagons 
were stolen, or acts of vandalism committed, there would 
be a hue and cry which rivaled that of the most strenuous 
altar service. On Saturdays and Sundays in particular 
every camp leader had to be prepared to match wits or 
fists with the disturbing elements. As one circuit rider 
related. 

We were much annoyed by the rabble, who were set upon us by men 
professing to wear the garb of Christian ministers, but more 
frequently by the whisky-makers and venders themselves. Few 
men, in their sober senses, could be induced to disgrace them- 
selves by interrupting the worship of God, and those few must 
be besotted and imbruted to a degree beyond recovery, who 
would cut to pieces the harness, saddles, bribes, tents, etc. of the 
worshipers and howl around the encampment like sulking wolves. 
Such creatures were sometimes handled pretty roughly by the 
conservators of the peace, [camp guard] and they learned often, 
by sad experience, that the way of the transgressor was hard.^ 

It might have helped to discontinue Saturday and Sunday 
meetings, but that would have been admitting defeat. One 
Ohio sponsor in announcmg two forthcoming encamp- 
ments on the Columbus Circuit in 1822 took the occasion 
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to declare: “Such has been the conduct of the rowdies 
that many serious persons have become entirely opposed 
to the institution. But we do not feel disposed to give up 
a privilege, because of its abuse!”^® 

The camp meetings had as their leaders men who were 
not averse to using a frontier weapon — physical force — 
to carry on God’s work. Like his pioneer audience, the 
itinerant did not seriously consider the biblical counsel to 
“turn the other cheek,” For example, there was Peter 
Cartwright who interrupted his Sunday morning service 
at Marietta, Ohio, in 1806 to knock down smglehandedly 
three drunks, two of whom attempted to beat him with 
a horsewhip. The third inebriate was the local constable. 
A riot ensued, but the campers emerged victorious over 
the “Sons of Belial.”®'^ Another itinerant lost his temper 
and nearly killed a tough by striking him on the head 
with a cane at a Peimsylvania camp meeting in 1813. 
When officers came to investigate, the minister’s associates 
hid him in their tent, disguising him with different clothes. 
Fortunately the victim recovered, and no charges were 
pressed. Circuit rider Brunson had the law on his side 
when he secured the arrest of a rowdy who just missed 
hitting him in the face with a firebrand at an Erie County 
encampment in western Pennsylvania in 1833. The 
famous Ohio and Michigan circuiteer, James Gilruth, a 
.giant of a man, taught a lesson to one roughneck leader 
who put out the lights of a woodland gathering held near 
Columbus, Ohio, in 1838. Gilruth leaped from the plat- 
form, knocked the man down three times, and dragged 
him across near-by Alum Creek to the doorstep of die 
justice of the peace. Gilruth’s so-called “sermon of 
strength” and a short jail term were equally effective m 
showing the miscreant the error of his ways.®® 
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Notwithstanding all the prior planning and regula- 
tions, the success or failure of a camp meeting was often 
solely dependent upon the ingenuity of the saddlebag 
preacher. Often an application of human psychology did 
more to curb the excesses than did direct force. This was 
certainly true at two separate camp meetings when circuit 
riders Cartwright and Brunson independently honored 
the chief troublemakers by making each a “Captain of the 
Guard.” The drunk whose canteen of whiskey was hung 
upon a sapling for all to see, plainly labeled with his 
name, was also a little nonplused.^® Again, an outspoken 
scoffer, with too many drinks rmder his belt, might find 
himself tied hand and foot to a tree to listen to the preach- 
ing.®® Many times the very men who plotted to disrupt a 
meeting stayed too long to listen to the revival preaching 
and were converted before they could carry out their 
intentions. 

Most often the worshipers co-operated wholeheartedly 
with the preacher in charge. Over two hundred young 
men went along with the camp leader at a Marietta 
encampment to rout a whiskey seller who had started 
to market his product a short distance from the grounds 
in violation of the state law.®^ At another camp meeting 
near Mantua, Ohio, in 1824, Alfred Brunson caught wind 
of a scheme to break up his services that was being 
planned by “certam lewd fellows of the baser sort.” 
Thinking quickly, he mounted the rostrum and requested 
“all Christians, all gentlemen and ladies, to take their 
seats, leaving the rowdies on their feet that we may know 
whom to take hold of.” His second appeal succeeded in 
getting everyone seated, possibly because he added that 
the guards were ready for action, and he himself, who 
had taken part “in the second war of Independence and 
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helped defend this very ground,” would not be driven 
off. Bishop Asbury likewise received the support of an 
audience when on one occasion he stopped preaching 
because of whiskey sales going on at the same time. “The 
people soon knew how deeply we felt the insult, and they 
were driven away.”“ 

The salient fact has been too often ignored that the 
backwoods camp meeting was a time of social companion- 
ship for the settler; a time of release from arduous labor 
and physical insecurity; a period of fun and frolic which 
was an effective antidote to “lone” sickness. Here was a 
unique chance for “pleasurin’ in the backwoods.” To lay 
stress on the many instances of ludicrousness and 
emotional extravagance of the religious services while 
ignoring the revival’s significance as a social medium is 
to misinterpret the camp meeting’s role in the cultural 
pattern of frontier life. If many proponents came to 
oppose the frontier revival as a social evil, more remained 
enthusiastic adherents of “camp meetin’ time.” The part- 
ing ceremonies of a Portsmouth, Ohio, camp meeting of 
1818 revealed something of the pioneer’s love for this 
social institution: 

The thoughts of parting to meet no more, or of meeting to part 
no more, produced the melody of those groans and shouts which 
far exceed all description. When we for the last time marched in 
order around the camp and sung our parting hymn, die scene was 
truly solemn and impressive. The tents struck; the waggons in 
readiness; weeping circles of young converts folded in each other’s 
arms; ministers surroimded with weeping hundreds, crying out as 
they presented the parting hand, “pray for me and mine!”®® 
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Contemporary Appraisals 


Much may be said about camp 
meetings, but, take them all in all, for 
practical exhibition of religion, for un- 
bounded hospitality to strangers, for 
unfeigned and fervent spirituality, give 
me a country camp meeting against the 
world?- 

— Circuit rider James B. Finley, 1853 

M ANY CALUMNIES 
were uttered against the frontier camp meeting in its 
heyday as well as during the period of its growing obso- 
lescence. Its merit seemed to be, Uke beauty, “altogether 
in the eye of the beholder.” In truth, “much may be said 
about camp meetings,” as Finley so aptly put it. But in 
the comments, the commentators revealed themselves and 
their backgrounds much more clearly than they did the 
new and imfamiliar scene spread out before them. Those 
who wrote about the backwoods revival during its flower- 
ing time, the visiting foreign travelers, the fiction writers, 
the disgruntled observers from nonrevivalistic churches, 
and the participants of all denominations provide a 
window on the frontier camp meeting the view from 
which constantly changes as the angle of vision is shifted. 

It has often been stated that there is nothing more 
misleading than the superficial observations of travelers.^ 
Unacquainted with the western patterns of life, the visitors 
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from foreign lands, particularly the British, constantly 
interpreted the camp meeting as an evidence of license 
that naturally flowed from the system of democracy. 
Because of her freedom, the United States seemed to them 
to be poised on the verge of dissolution and barbarity. 
Both James Flint and Frances Trollope found that the 
Indiana encampments they attended in 1818 and 1829 
substantiated their preconceived notions that American 
disorder and lack of taste were all too prevalent. To 
understand the sounds pouring from a “multitude of bel- 
lowing mouths,” wrote Flint, “would require the ear of 
Jove.” And to note the preacher’s “insidious lips approach 
the cheeks of the unhappy girls” at an altar service made 
the daughter of an Anglican clergyman, Madame Frances 
Trollope, turn away shuddering. “It was too dreadful 
to look upon long.”* Scotch Presbyterian John Duncan 
didn’t even bother to visit a camp meeting when he came 
to America, for hearsay had convinced him that the serv- 
ices were detrimental to true religion. Thus he could not 
write about the revivals “except with strong disproval.”* 

Visiting the rampaging frontier of 1831-32, Captain 
Thomas Hamilton remarked upon the prevalence of camp 
meetings and other revivals cast in the design of “ignorant 
fanaticism.” The Englishman listed, wth tongue in cheek, 
the surface changes iu personal habits that resulted: 

Yoxmg ladies chant h3mins, instead of Irish melodies; and the 
profane chorus gives place to rh3rthmal doxologies. Grog parties 
commence with prayer, and te rmin ate with benediction. Devout 
smokers say grace over a cigar, and chewers of the nicotian 
weed insert a fresh quid with an expression of pious gratitude. 

This may appear ludicrous in description; yet it ought not to 
be so. The sentiment of devotion — the love — the hope — the 
gratitude — •the strong and religious desire to conform our con- 
duct to the Divine will . . . even in our most trifling enjoyments 
are among the most valuable fruits of true religion. 
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Conceding that it was easy to ridicule the extravagant 
emotionahsm and ignorance exhibited in revivalistic serv- 
ices, he went on to stress that any religious process was a 
positive good in the western woods where “the restraints 
of public opinion and penal legislation are little felt.”® 

But there were Britishers who recognized that measures 
impractical in their own country were called for when 
preachers were scarce and settlement farflung. Captain 
Frederick Marryat declared in 1839 that the purpose of 
camp meetings was laudable, but that they “are now too 
often sullied by fanaticism on the one hand, and on the 
other by the levity and infidelity of those who go not to 
pray but to scoff; or to indulge in the licentiousness, which 
it is said, but too often follows, when night has thrown 
her veil over the scene.” This same emotional excitement, 
so common among the women that he observed at Vir- 
ginia encampments, was commented on by a representa- 
tive from the Congregational Union of England and 
Wales, the Reverend Andrew Reed. Such a detriment, 
however, did not negate the usefulness of the forest revival 
on a new frontier, for “it interests a careless people in 
their own moral and religious wants; and is the natural 
and general forerunner, as the population thickens, of the 
school-house, the church, and all the appliances of civil 
life.”® 

As is to be expected, a Frenchman, unhampered by 
Calvinistic prejudices, would be tolerance itself to any 
deviation from the social norm. Alexis de Tocqueville 
was especially sympathetic to the efforts of the circuit 
riders in bringing religion to the “half-peopled country 
of the Far West.” When he inquired from a Detroit settler 
whether the voice of religion had ever reached that out- 
post of civilization in 1 83 1, he was told that 
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almost every sxmuner, it is true, some Methodist preachers come 
to make a tour of the new settlements. The noise of their arrival 
spreads with unbelievable rapidity from cabin to cabin: it’s the 
great news of the day. At the date set, the immigrant, his wife and 
children set out by scarcely cleared forest trails toward the indi- 
cated meeting place. They come from fifty miles around. It’s not in 
a church that the faithful gather, but in the open air under the 
forest foliage. A pulpit of badly squared logs, great trees felled 
for seats, such are the ornaments of this rustic temple. The 
pioneers and their families camp in the surrounding woods. It’s 
there that, during three days and three nights, the crowd gives 
itself over to almost uninterrupted religious exercises. You must 
see with what ardor these men surrender themselves to prayer, 
with what attention they listen to the solemn voice of the preacher. 
It’s in the wilderness that people show themselves almost starved 
for religion.’ 

Like the travelers, the fiction writers as a general rule 
tended to fill their accounts with gorgeously dressed half- 
truths and explosive epigrams. A western fiction writer, 
Baynard Rush Hall, poked fun at the backwoods revival 
and at the same time made some incisive observations. 
Before attending an 1843 encampment, he appraised it 
as a doubtful means “of little permanent good.” Any 
camp meeting of more than a day’s duration forced the 
introduction of “novelties . . . which are invariably excit- 
ing and entertaining, but never spiritual and instructive.” 
After a one-day visit to an Indiana campground near 
Bloomington, the author’s previous skepticism was les- 
sened to a slight degree. A camp meeting was, all things 
considered, a remarkable contrivance for gaining converts 
m a short time. Nor could Hall easily forget the experi- 
ence; for a day and a half after his stay there the cries of 
the worshipers continued to ring in his ears.® 

Those churchmen who saw their members being 
proselyted away to a revivalistic church could be expected 
to rail against the institution. Consider, for example, the 
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assertion of a Unitarian visitor to an 1836 encampment 
in Ohio that the open-air revival was “about as much 
out of date in these days as would be the chivalry of the 
middle ages in our sober modern society,” The partisan 
temper of church leader Alexander Campbell is indicated 
by his charge that the Methodist church could not live 
without her “glory! glory! glory ! . . . her periodical Amens 
dispossess demons — storm heaven — shut the gates of 
Hell — and drive Satan from the camp.”® The whole 
camp meeting plan was considered dishonest because its 
sponsors urged folk to come to camp meetings “to git 
religion,” when what they really wanted was a new crop 
of Methodists. In fact, the task of nonrevivalistic denomi- 
nations was made all the harder, said one critic, for if 
men did not succumb to the lure of the encampment that 
the Methodists provided, they would frequently decry 
all religion under the misapprehension that “camp meet- 
ing religion” was the norm. They could find all the 
excuses they desired for neglecting, despising, and ridi- 
culing religion. “Thus these poor souls became more and 
more prejudiced and hardened than they were before.”^® 

Occasionally churchmen of other persuasions care- 
fully evaluated the camp meeting, pinpointing its basic 
weaknesses. Some of their arguments were buttressed by 
the Methodist leaders themselves, who frequently brought 
the same charges against that socioreligious institution. 

To the fundamentalists, the forest revival was suspect 
because there was no biblical authority for the practice. 
Camping out m thm cloth tents was injurious to health, 
and hence contrary to the Bible’s strictures; likewise the 
praying, exhorting, and singing by individuals in camp 
services were forbidden by “the order prescribed in the 
gospel.” To the rational revivalists, an otherworldly 



234 THE FRONTIER CAMP MEETING 

atmosphere of quietude and introspection, an atmosphere 
scarcely attainable when hordes of fun-loving pioneers 
were gathered together in the open, was essential to 
genuine religious feeling. Only in a church building 
where noise and confusion was avoidable could the Lord 
be worshiped. A Presbyterian, opposed to the resumption 
of the forest revival m his own denomination, declared 
in 1832 that such outdoor gatherings 

have always appeared to me adopted to make religion more an 
aflfair of display, of impulse, of noise, and of animal sympathy, 
than of imderstanding, the conscience, and the heart. In short, 
they have always struck me as adopted, in their ordinary form, to 
produce effects on om intellectual and moral nature analogous 
to strong drink.^1 

The matter of appealing to the emotions to attain 
conversions seems to be at the heart of the disputation 
concerning the camp meeting. “Merely animal or mechan- 
ical conversion” was neither preferred nor lasting to many 
a denominational critic. It was almost as if conversion 
were an endurance contest; if the applicant could pass 
through the prescribed course of excitement, fear, dis- 
tress, fallin g down, and then could compose himself, he 
considered himself converted. A German Reformed 
Church theologian in 1844 dwelt upon the unsatisfactory 
effect of all revivals which utilized the “pressure of arti- 
ficial excitement.” Of all the hundreds that were reported 
as converts to the Methodists, United Brethren, and Wine- 
brennarians, he continued, “how small a proportion give 
evidence subsequently that they have been truly regener- 
ated.” Among other Methodists, circuit rider Allen Wiley 
was beginning to be skeptical about encampment con- 
versions. When he found that some who had joined the 
society at the final outdoor gathering of 1 822 had become 
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backsliders by the time his successor arrived the following 
spring, he was convinced that he should wait until their 
names were entered upon the “class papers” of a local 
organization before reporting them as converts. This 
awareness of an inevitable percentage of defections was 
apparently shared by his fellow Indiana itinerants, for 
by the mid-forties Wiley noted that they were following 
his practice. John Mason Peck, Baptist missionary and 
educator, went even farther to say that because of these 
impermanent conversions the churches themselves fell 
into a state of collapse shortly after the revival tide had 
passed.^^ 

Because of its freedom and emotional appeal, the 
camp meeting attracted too many of the settlers intent 
only upon a good time unrestricted by conventions. Here 
the critics unconsciously underscored a hallmark of the 
revival, its universal appeal. It furnished the occasion for 
the “high gratification of the wicked.” Immorality was 
thus encouraged, and the day of God profaned. If mere 
sensuality were stressed the mourners would have no 
idea of proper theology. At the mourner’s bench, con- 
tinued one non-Methodist critic, 

very little or nothing is said to them upon the pure motive . . . and 
their firm obligations to the law of God. They are tau^t that 
misery is the great evil to be dreaded and happiness the great 
object to be sought; and not that the supreme concern is to submit 
to God and obey him.^® 

Still another argument was offered against the wood- 
land meeting: it was frequently staged in settled regions 
where adequate church facilities made it unnecessary. This 
was a frequent theme of eastern writers. Writing a parody 
on “Camp-Meetings and Agricultural Fairs,” John Fan- 
ning Watson cited many of the evils already enumerated. 
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One soul might be saved, while many more might be lost 
if an encampment near a large town should create con- 
ditions under which the visitors would be tempted to sin.^^ 

Since camp meeting religion has been such a subject 
of disputation, it seems only fair to look at that instru- 
ment from the viewpoint of those closest to it — the 
saddlebag preachers who led the meetings. To many, the 
camp meeting was not a name but an emotion. Their 
high regard for it unmistakably colors the pages of their 
diaries and journals. One minister informed the editor 
of the Western Christian Monitor in 1816 that he doubted 
the propriety of the occasions, but “still loved them, be- 
cause at well conducted meetings of this kind, the power 
of God has been so universally manifested in awakenings, 
conversions, sanctifications and powerful revivals of re- 
ligion.” These manifestations, he concluded, “are the 
strongest evidences that the institution is owned and 
blessed of heaven.” When Thomas S. Hmde’s heart 
trouble became so bad that he was informed by the doctor 
that he had not long to live, he immediately visited 
all the encampments within his reach so that he could 
take his “flight” from one of those beloved spots “if it 
pleased that Almighty Being, the disposer of aU things, 
to permit it.”^® 

The tmqualified endorsements of such veteran cir- 
cuiteers as James B. Finley, Benj amin Lakin, Peter Cart- 
wright, and William C. Smith, to cite but a few, point up 
the popularity of this extra-device. The “Kentucky Boy” 
flatly declared, “I am certain that the most successful 
part of my ministry has been on the camp-grounds.” 
Benjamin Lakin stressed the liberalizing influence of 
camp sermons which were given often where “they had 
not heard a sermon perhaps for five years.” According 
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to the pithy estimate of William C. Smith, Indiana circuit 
rider, “No instrumentalities have ever been used by the 
church which accomplished so much good in the same 
length of time and at the same cost.”^® 

Many of the shortcomings of the camp meeting depicted 
in articles and books by non-Methodist churchmen stung 
the revival’s advocates into action. Aware that the defects 
laid bare by partisans contributed to the disenchantment 
of numerous visitors and participants alike, they engaged 
in a vigorous rebuttal. Many refused to apologize for the 
weapon of emotional excitement that they used. It was 
the very element of power by which most people were 
“thoroughly and speedily affected.” The Reverend M. 
Emory Wright in 1861 insisted that these emotional 
appeals had accomplished the one and only purpose 
of the open-air revival; 

It never attempts the mature development of a Christian character, 
and never professes any such intention. This is hopelessly forbid- 
den by the brevity of its sessions. It is able only to arouse the 
spiritual slumberer to his danger, and to give him a vigorous and 
seasonable start in the path of safety 

He concluded that spiritual apostasies were apt to follow 
all religious reform efforts, yet the “particular agencies 
whereby such reforms are promoted are not responsible 
for these subsequent defections.” The important thing 
was that men were made aware of the consequences of 
their sins in an emphatic way. 

It was only natural that religion should excite the 
worshiper, said one defendant of “mourner’s bench re- 
vivalism,” for 

man is a complex being consisting of soul and body. And these 
two are so interwoven with each other, that you cannot touch the 
one without affecting the other. When religious truth is to be 
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communicated to the soul, it must be done through the channel 

of the body Another self-evident truth is, that any kind of 

mental emotion will affect the body , . . but what is religion meta- 
physically considered? Is it not an emotion? Take for instance one 
part of religion, say repentance, what is this? It is sorrow for sin, 
and remorse excited in the mind of an awakened sinner. . . . 
Sorrow is a mental emotion, remorse is the same, only in a higher 
degree. When we remember that man has but one set of outward 
FEELINGS which governs his inward EMOTIONS should it be 
thought strange that men should become excited under the influence 
of religion?^^ 

Tumult was to be expected. A camp meeting was no 
place to go with high looks, retorted one eastern minister 
in 1824; one had to be willing to be wrought upon by 
the Spirit in any fashion He so desired. “When the arrows 
of conviction are flying, and many are mortally wotmded, 
a sigh or a groan is neither unfrequent nor untimely,” 
the apologist went on.^® Thus those who championed the 
woodland revival’s emotionalism could not be expected 
to apologize for the disorder there, for was not the whole 
matter in the hands of the Lord? Since justification by 
faith was considered an act of God, the sinner had no 
control over the process. The evangelists did not consider 
the use of public affirmation a false issue, in contrast to 
those who claimed that the mourner’s bench was too 
exciting and too far removed from cool reflection to be 
a true testing ground for religious conversion. A defend- 
ant of the “Religion of the Bench” heatedly declared that 

pardon of sin, and our knowledge of that occurrence, is far beyond 
the reach of reason, or metaphysical research; it is a doctrine of 
Revelation, and a matter of experience. And the individual who 
has been converted at the Moiuner’s Bench, and has there felt 
the atoning blood of Jesus Christ applied to his guilty and troubled 
soul, can never be convinced by all the D.D.’s in the Universe, 
that the Mourner’s Bench, “creates a false issue.”®* 

Just as there were many kinds of camp meetings. 
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ranging from the tumultuous to the sedate, there were 
many varieties of camp meeting protagonists. Not all the 
leaders discarded appeals to man’s reason, nor did all 
excuse the excesses of emotionalism that were evoked. 
The soberer individuals did not coxmt the success of the 
revivals in the numbers of converts at the altar, but in 
the quickening of religious life and the raising of the 
moral tone of a community after the outdoor revival sea- 
son was over. Writing in 1861, one spokesman summar- 
ized the spiritual fruits of the camp meeting as principally 
the admission of new church members, the increase in 
spiritual strength of the professing Christians who at- 
tended, the doubts placed in the minds of non-Christians 
paving the way for later conversions, and the frequent 
awakening of a community from a state of religious 
apathy to one of religious and humanitarian fervor.®^ 
.^en Wiley asserted in the 1840’s that “no human being 
can correctly estimate the amount of good which this 
coimtry has realized from camp meetings. Perhaps nearly 
one-half the members of the Methodist Episcopal church 
are the fruits of camp meetings, directly or remotely.”^^ 
Similarly, many of the great names in Methodism could 
date the beginning of their religious awareness from a 
camp meeting they had visited early in life. The roster 
would include Peter Cartwright, James B. Finley, Stephen 
Beggs, Maxwell Gaddis, William Capers, John A. 
Granade, John Collins, William Brownlow, Alien Wiley, 
John Stewart, and John Dempster.^* 

The fact seems indisputable that the camp meeting 
caused many to lead a more socially desirable existence, 
even conceding that for a great number its regenerating 
effect was short-lived. The skeptics of the woodland re- 
vival frequently overlooked another truth which its 
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sponsors recognized: many of those “saved” at the altar 
were not sinners in the ordinary sense of the word, but 
were professing Christians and young children of Chris- 
tian parents. Having been freed from the burden their 
exaggerated sense of sin had laid upon them, they went 
on to purer and more useful lives. Henry Boehm happily 
noted in 1808 that “from the aged Father to the child of 
seven years of age, the prospects are blooming.” The 
youthfulness of many of the converts was a striking 
feature of camp meeting religion.^ 

Much of the criticism leveled against the frontier 
camp meeting was undoubtedly warranted, but was cer- 
tainly not sufficient to condemn it as a religious device. 
Eastern encampments, moreover, with their huge crowds 
and frequent disorder, seem to have furnished much of 
the groimds for criticism. In the religious press of that 
region some of the most savage indictments as well as 
the most vigorous defenses are found. When any institu- 
tion becomes great enough to excite public comment, 
evaluations both favorable and adverse are likely to be 
exaggerated. In spite of the camp meeting’s basic weak- 
nesses — ^noisy unchurchlike atmosphere, spurious and 
short-lived conversions, excessively emotional services, 
contribution to the spirit of religious intolerance, and 
apparent prolongation beyond a point of usefulness in 
the populous regions — the fact still remains that it was 
a vital socioreligious institution in backwoods America. 

Although it was rough, crude, and imperfect, the camp 
meeting was an expression of the times. Clearly it arose 
in response to a need: the spiritual poverty of the isolated 
frontiersman. Men in the privations of pioneer life re- 
verted to primitive traits m habits and customs of daily 
livmg. The backwoods revival tamed those anarchistic 
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tendencies of the unchurched settler at the same time that 
it furnished him with an avenue of social expression. 
Hundreds visited Methodist encampments who seldom or 
never attended other religious meetings. In the absence of 
an established church the word of God was brought to 
many who might otherwise have remained untouched. 
Measured by the over-all results it achieved, the camp 
meeting was a wholesome weapon of the church in the 
trans-Allegheny West. 

The tempo of the defense of the forest revival mounted 
as it passed into a final stage of slow disintegration. Yet, 
like aU social institutions, the camp meeting stiU inspired 
blind faith in itself long after the conditions that had 
called it into being had passed away. 



Decline of the Backwoods Revival 


Must I say to our beloved camp 
meetings, where thousands have been 
saved and where thousands more might 
be saved, farewell, a long farewell to 
the delightful scenes of my best days, 
because statesmen wish to banish you 
[by failing to pass liquor control lawsi 
that they may secure the votes of the 
drunken rabble? . . . Many a godly 
father and mother have died with cheer- 
fulness, believing that the wonderful 
camp meeting influence would yet be 
the means of saving their children, who 
were unconverted at the time of their 
death. Shall they be disappointed? I 
fear they will?- 

— Circuit rider Allen Wiley, 1846 


T 

JIL HE CAMP meeting’s 

rise and fall in popularity followed the advance and retreat 
of the frontier. In the trans-Allegheny West the harvest 
time of the backwoods revival was apparently over by 
the 1840’s. The once-great institution had reached the 
final stage of gradual but inevitable decline. Its reason 
for being rapidly disappeared as border areas became 
settled communities, as an expanding transportation net- 
work drew them closer together, as towns and church 
buildings multiplied, and as social life grew more varied 
and more refined. The circuit riders, especially, were not 
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oblivious to the physical transformation that had occurred 
in the West in what had amounted to a relatively short 
time: 

Great changes have appeared in our western field of labor ... as 
have some bearing in our work as travelling preachers. Among 
these changes none are more palpable, than such as relate to 
the facilities for travelling. Where we used 'to convey our salt, 
venison and bear meat on pack horses, one now sees canal boats 
gliding along with flour and all the essentials of good life. Where 
we once followed the dim path guided by the blazes on the saplings 
made with the wooden axe, we now hear the coach wheels gently 
rumbling on the smooth M’Adamized turnpike. In the same place 
where we formerly swam our horses, beside the little canoe, plies 
the steam ferryboat, crossing and recrossing every five minutes, 
crowded with passengers; and where we used to plimge in on 
horseback at a venture, through fiood and bog, current and quick- 
sand, now rests the arched bridge on piers of granite.^ 

Operating alongside these underlying causes were the 
immediate and more obvious reasons for the decline of 
the frontier camp meeting. The holding of too frequent 
encampments in contiguous areas resulted in sparse at- 
tendance and few converts. Better results would have been 
attained, one preacher suggested, if the encampments 
had been more widely spaced in time and place. Experi- 
ence taught “that Christians enjoy those meetings most 
which cost them the greatest sacrifice, and exclude them 
from the world.” A fifty-mile journey was “a pretty sure 
pledge of a profitable meeting.”® 

Still another handicap to the forest -revival was the 
fact that its bad reputation had grown rather than 
diminished through the years. This was particularly true 
of encampments staged near a large city or town. Oppon- 
ents charged that the drunkenness and immorality that 
occurred there far outweighed any religious benefit that 
accrued from the services. Nathan Bangs, speaking out 
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of a knowledge gained from his eastern experiences, 
warned in 1838 that a greater danger to camp meetings 
arose “from them degenerating into seasons of idle recre- 
ation, than of their being abused by ranting fanaticism.” 
Some camp sponsors in the trans-Allegheny West won- 
dered if it had not become an anachronism, or even 
worse, an influence for evil in the more densely populated 
regions. Allen Wiley reported that the numbers who came 
“merely for recreation” were on the increase. As a conse- 
quence, “hucksters find it a more profitable business to 
attend than formerly.”^ 

The exact time of disintegration of the frontier camp 
meeting is difficult to establish. As every region differed 
in the degree to which it had passed through the settle- 
ment process, so the popularity of the outdoor meetmg 
varied from place to place. The “annual camp meetmg” 
continued in many circuits in the forties and fifties. In 
some regions encampments were so successful that several 
were held in a single season.® They were popular in the 
southern Appalachia, for example, even at the dawn of 
the twentieth century. One scholar set the first four 
decades of the nineteenth century as the day of the camp 
meetmg; another concluded that for at least three gener- 
ations the practice remained a vital force in the expansion 
of Methodism.® In 1859 an eastern chronicler exuber- 
antly boasted that “annual camp meetings” were flourish- 
ing “from Martha’s Vineyard to the Valley’s of Oregon 
and California.” Wherever new frontiers were opened to 
settlement, backwoods revivals were soon held. By the 
early 1830’s, even though Protestant activity was illegal 
under Mexican rule, the Texas province had its camp- 
grounds. On the west coast, traveling evangelist Orceneth 
Fisher of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, staged 
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a nineteen-day encampment near Stockton, California, in 
1856.'' 

If the charting of the collapse of the frontier camp 
meeting produces a ha 2 y picture, it is at least clear that 
by the decades of the thirties and forties the institution 
was outgrowing its frontier heritage in the Midwest. By 
that period the “New-Fashioned Camp Meeting” had 
replaced the “Old-Fashioned” one in many areas. Elabo- 
rate physical appointments were now a distinguishing 
feature. The makeup of the backwoods camp meeting 
had been simplicity itself; the later revival was noted for 
its comforts. A large wooden auditorium had replaced 
the natural amphitheater with its makeshift log seats 
and preacher’s stands on stilts. Wooden cottages, some 
two stories high, substituted for the simple cloth tents. The 
freezing of camp site locations into permanent camp- 
grounds encouraged this trend north as well as south of 
the Ohio. Thus Captain Frederick Marryat found a 
campground near Cincinnati in 1838, comprising about 

an acre and a half [which] was surrounded on the four sides by 
cabins built up of rough boards; the whole area in the centre was 
fitten up with plaiiks, laid about a foot from the ground, as seats. 
At one end, but not close to the cabins, was a raised stand, which 
served as a pidpit for the preachers, one of them praying, while 
five or six others sat down behind him in benches. There was 
ingress to the area by the four comers; the whole of it was shaded 
by vast forest trees, which ran up to the height of fifty or sixty 
feet without throwing out a branch; and to the trunks of these 
trees were fixed lamps in every direction, for the continuance of 
service by night. Outside the area, which may be designated as 
the church, were hundreds of tents pitched in every quarter, their 
snowy whiteness contrasting beautifully with the deep verdure and 
^oom of the forest. These were the temporary habitations of those 
who had come many miles to attend the meeting, and who remained 
there from the commencement until it concluded — usually a 
period of from ten to twelve days, but often much longer. The 
tents were furnished with every article necessary for cooking; 
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mattresses to sleep upon, etc.; some of them even had bedsteads 
and chests of drawers, which had been brought in the waggons 
in which the people in this cormtry usually travel. At a farther 
distance were all the waggons and other vehicles which had con- 
veyed the people to the meeting, whilst himdreds of horses were 
te&ered under the trees, and plentifully provided with forage. . . , 

In one quarter the coloured population had collected them- 
selves; their tents appeared to be better furnished and better 
supplied with comforts than most of those belonging to the whites.® 

In 1840 a strikingly similar picture was given in the 
Western Christian Advocate of a Cincinnati encampment 
that was “a village in the woods” with frame buildings 
two stories high. The lower story was used for dining and 
prayer meetings, the upper for lodging and private de- 
votions. In Georgia, the mild weather did not necessitate 
a formal building, but an 1850 variation was the erection 
of a roofed shed large enough to shelter four thousand 
people. “Hundreds of tents and booths of all imaginable 
forms and colors” circled this wooden structure which had 
the altar at its center.® 

Some contemporaries of the forties and fifties not only 
noted the change in physical appearance, but commented 
on the altered character of the services in “our fashion- 
able camp meeting picnics of the present day.”^® The 
unemotional proceedings seen in the new-fashioned camp 
meeting were in sharp contrast to the fire and brimstone 
speeches of the speakers and the loud enthusiasm of the 
aroused worshipers of the frontier revival. More and 
more it took on the aspects of a social outing rather than 
a spiritual awakening. One writer even asked in an 1861 
publication, “Is the Modem Camp-Meeting a Failure?” 
Another preacher, an Indiana circuiteer, listed the dis- 
tinguishing characteristics of the new camp meeting as 
including not only fancy tents and log stractures, but also 
“tins order,” “calm preachmg,” and the disappearance 
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of the tradition of camper hospitality. Writing in 1873, he 
declared: 

Except here and there an occasional fruitless effort to revive old- 
fashioned camp-meetings, which have rarely been repeated the 
second time on the same groimd, there have been none for twenty- 
five years; and though we old people may occasionally sigh for 
their return, they are gone forever. The conditions which give 
them their special characteristics are gone. . . . However possible 
and desirable such meetings may yet be on the frontiers, if there 
be any such places anymore, they inevitably die out as &e coun- 
try improves. No camp-meeting can be a success now but the 
new-fashioned, the better its success.^^ 

Further debilitating the camp meeting institution, an 
effective substitute appeared in the settled areas. This 
was the indoor “protracted meeting,” itself as much a 
product of an urban environment as the open-air revival 
had been of the frontier. The indoor revival was made 
possible by population growth and by the construction 
of more and larger church buildings. Held in a house of 
God, the religious services were freed from the contamina- 
tion of the whiskey sellers, the tradesmen, the gamblers, 
the loose-minded, and the scoffers. The orthodox setting 
also had a somewhat sobering effect upon the worshipers 
themselves, although protracted meetings still contained 
the familiar evangelistic touches — tearful testimonials, 
fervent prayers, shoutmg, and powerful exhortations. To 
the sophisticated townspeople, the more decorous pro- 
tracted meeting had great appeal; these same folk con- 
sidered the turbulent camp services outmoded. 

In the Old Northwest, the drift toward the indoor re- 
vival was strongly marked in the 1830’s and 1840’s. Con- 
ditions had changed so in northwestern Pennsylvania by 
1833 that saddlebag preacher Alfred Brunson expressed 
doubt as to the camp meeting’s further usefulness there. 
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Brunson noted that the strongest argument in favor of 
camp meetings was the lack of churches. “But now we 
had churches enough for each circuit for Winter meet- 
ings, and for neighborhoods without churches the bams 
in the summer before harvest made good temporary places 
of worship.” Protracted meetings m church or barn, he 
concluded, required little guarding against rowdies, 
were less expensive, and called for a smaller ministerial 
force. In 1838 some Baptist churches in Indiana began 
holding protracted meetings as a “yearly practice” and 
oftener, when interest warranted 

Camp veteran Maxwell P. Gaddis made no mention of 
camp meetings occurring m neighboring Ohio after 1836, 
but did report that many indoor protracted meetings were 
taking place. By 1840 presiding elder James Quinn of 
the Ohio Conference sadly observed that “an opinion 
prevails, to some extent, that these [camp] meetings 
should be discontinued and their place supplied with 
what are ‘protracted meetings.’ ” Quinn felt, however, 
that this change was not satisfactory. Yet eleven years 
later, another backwoods preacher announced that en- 
campments had indeed been replaced in these settled 
areas by the indoor services.^® 

The change of emphasis in Methodist newspapers, 
magazines, and other contemporary publications provides 
further evidence that the camp meeting had become less 
popular. Beginning in April, 1838, the Methodist West- 
ern Christian Advocate discontinued editorializing on 
the camp meeting and instead stressed protracted meet- 
ings in its news columns.^^ An encampment that was 
noted, such as that held in the Missouri Conference near 
St. Louis, in 1839, might be typically described as having 
“done much to revive the spirit of camp meetings in this 
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region where it had well nigh died away.” The authorita- 
tive church quarterly, the Methodist Magazine, and its 
successors generally ceased describing outdoor revival 
activity after 1822.^® 

Other published works tell much the same story. 
Nathan Bangs, whose history of Methodism included a 
chronicle of the camp meeting down to 1816, is notably 
deficient on that score in his later pages, for meticulous 
as he was, there just weren’t the revivals to report as in 
former years. Southern as well as northern newspapers 
carried far less camp meeting copy; in North Carolina, for 
example, issues of the 1840’s started the trend toward the 
omission of revival news. At about the same time the 
eastern press told of the camp meeting’s loss of popu- 
larity.^® 

Also indicative of the disintegration of the camp meet- 
ing was the publication of camp meeting manuals in the 
forties and fifties. Their initial appearance coincided with 
a period in which the open-air revival’s “showers of divine 
grace” diminished, and even some of its earlier advocates 
were questioning its usefulness. The manuals, apparently 
published only in the East, were called into being by 
this very situation. Their preacher-authors constituted 
a rear-guard action, a conservative phalanx battling to 
preserve the old. They insisted upon the continuance of 
the institution for its own sake, forgetting that it existed 
solely to serve the cause of winning people to a Christian 
way of life. 

Although the manuals were not adopted by any oflS- 
cial body, they had the blessing of some church groups. 
B. W. Gorham’s Camp Meeting Manual, A Practical 
Book for the Camp Ground, was published in 1854 for 
the Ministerial Association of the Binghampton District 
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of New York.^'^ There was a striking similarity in organiza- 
tion and content among these manuals. The pattern of 
one seemed the pattern of all. One preacher-apologist 
of 1859 went so far as to confess that he copied large 
portions of an earlier treatment because it so ably pre- 
sented the case for the outdoor revival. In the words of 
the borrower, his predecessor’s work had “a nervously 
written value of 168 pages.”^® Approaching pocket size, 
the books measured 4 by 6 V 2 inches and averaged 90 
to 175 pages. 

Granting the biased views of the authors, the contents 
of the camp meeting manuals are valuable because of the 
light they throw upon the camp meeting. They contain 
much campground data and many historical glimpses of 
the forest revival. Illustrations and camp layout charts 
added much to the narrative. The most preferred service 
plans, rules of order, favorite hymns with musical scores, 
*and texts of sermons were outlined. Biblical quotations 
and revival testimonials were arrayed in profusion to 
confound the doubters; objections to the woodland meet- 
ing device were overwhelmed, one by one. Even more 
significant, the fundamental reasons for the decline of 
this evangelistic method are implicit in the preachers’ 
refutations of contemporary criticisms. In their able 
apologies they admitted that many church leaders were 
disposed to abandon the camp meeting on the ground 
that its day of utility had passed. All attempted to explain 
away the contention of their opponents that “large towns 
and cities are regarded as taking the lead in that sort of 
refinement”; “that the necessity for Camp Meetings is 
passed away in consequence of the ample supply of church 
edifices, which the church is come of late to possess.”^® 

The laments of the circuit riders themselves, like the 
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vigorous defense presented by the writers of the camp 
meeting manuals, bear testimony to the pioneer revival’s 
loss of stature. Indiana saddlebag preacher William C. 
Smith argued that a maturing community, wealth, refine- 
ment, and the increase in church facihties were not suffi- 
cient reasons to justify the abandonment of the institution. 
Presiding Elder James Quinn pointed out that “well-pro- 
tected, well-directed camp-meetings” could still serve a 
useful purpose in the 1840’s, especially since the more 
newly favored protracted meeting could not solve the 
problem of lodging for those who had to travel a great 
distance. Peter Cartwright also lived long enough to 
bemoan the demise of his beloved camp meeting. On the 
final pages of his Autobiography he sorrowfully noted in 
1856 that “The Methodist Episcopal Church of late years, 
since they have become numerous and wealthy, have 
almost let camp-meetings die out.” RecoUecting its effec- 
tiveness, he stubbornly refused to concede that times had 
changed, and urged the reinstatement of the s umm er 
revival. One week each year should be set aside “in each 
circuit, or station, on the tented field.” He exhorted: “May 
the day be eternally distant, when camp-meetings, class- 
meetings, prayer-meetings and love-feasts shall be laid 
aside in the Methodist Episcopal Church.”^® 

After the Civil War, encampments stUl dotted the 
landscape across the nation, but these modern vestiges 
bore only faint resemblance to their frontier predecessors. 
In Illinois, for example, the Des Plaines, Lake Bluff, 
Franklin Grove, Lena, Berger, and Centenary camp- 
grounds, mostly instituted in the ante-bellum period, had 
continuous summer meetings through the 1930’s. Oc- 
casionally, Methodist conferences united to hold summer 
sessions, while youth camps utilized numerous former 
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campgrounds. When Camp Meeting Associations were 
chartered to administrate the sites through a president, 
trustees, and directors a commercial flavor was added. 
Many other encampments were transformed into middle- 
class summer resorts. Among the most profitable of these 
have been Ocean Grove and Atlantic Highland, New 
Jersey.®^ 

Twentieth-century evangelical churches have banded 
together in many instances to rent or buy encampment 
grounds. The meetings held in Wisconsin during the pres- 
ent decade, for example, by the “Assembly of God” 
Church at Bryan and the “Church of the Brethren” in 
Waupaca have regularly commanded good crowds.^^ As 
recently as June, 1949, the Seventh Day Adventist 
Church sponsored a ten-day annual camp meeting at 
Takoma Park, Maryland, replete with seventy family 
tents. At the opening session, the president of the Potomac 
Conference, Howard J. Detwiler, addressed a crowd of 
two thousand people. He spoke of seeing signs of the 
“Last Days” of the world, a theme highly favored in 
millennial circles.^® 

Other encampments remained deserted, until the 
Chautauqua movement was organized through the joint 
efforts of Lewis MiUer, an Ohio manufacturer and Sun- 
day school teacher, and Bishop Vincent of the Methodist 
church. In 1874 they set up the “Chautauqua Assembly” 
which held summer sessions on the camp site at Lake 
Chautauqua, New York, for the purpose of providing 
Bible and management training for Sunday school teach- 
ers. Shortly, the courses were expanded in scope and 
length to include secular subjects as well. Lewis Miller 
affirmed the religious-democratic faith in the populariza- 
tion of knowledge, holding that all knowledge was derived 
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from God, and therefore all men should share in its enrich- 
ment. Independently founded traveling Chautauquas later 
took lecturers on cultural subjects and musical and dra- 
matic artists over the countryside. Further urbanization 
after World War I, with the attendant radio, movie, and 
automobile, removed the primary reason for the Chautau- 
qua’s existence, but not before it had brought to the com- 
mon people the same pleasures of participation and diver- 
sion its forerunner, the camp meeting, had previously 
afforded. 

The revival impulse was carried on in the city gospel 
tabernacles of the evangelical churches and by the profes- 
sional evangelists who hit the later “sawdust trail” in 
going from one summer tent service to another. Thus 
the frontier camp meeting left its successors, changed 
in many ways, but stiU following in the roughhewn tradi- 
tion. The word “camp meeting” through the years has 
come to have many connotations. The phrase has found 
its way ioto modern political parlance and has even 
been used to denote the fervor and high-voltage excite- 
ment of national party conventions.^^ On the positive side 
of the forest revival’s legacy is the spirit of the “Old-Time 
Religion,” as preserved in the camp songbooks, the “un- 
written music,” the camp meeting manuals, and modern 
evangelical oratory. The mark of the frontier camp meet- 
ing is upon us to this day. 




Appendix 

Appendix I 

A Traveler’s Account of an Indiana Camp Meeting, 

1829 * 

“The pen” was the space immediately below the preachers’ 
itand; we were therefore placed on the edge of it, and were enabled 
o see and hear all that took place in the very center of this 
sxtraordinary exhibition. 

The crowd fell back at the mention of the pen, and for some 
ninutes there was a vacant space before us. TTie preachers came 
town from their stand and placed themselves in the midst of it, 
jeginning to sing a hymn, calling upon the penitents to come forth. 
\s they sang, they kept turning themselves round to every part 
)f the crowd and, by degrees, the voices of the whole multitude 
oined in chorus. This was the only moment at which I perceived 
mything like the solemn and beautiful effect which I had heard 
iscribed to this woodland worship. It is certain that the combined 
raices of such a multitude heard at dead of night, from the depths 
)f their eternal forests, the many fair young faces turned upward, 
md looking paler and lovelier as they met the moon beams, the 
iark figures of the officials in the middle of the circle, the lurid 
jjare thrown by the altar-fires on the woods beyond, did altogether 
jroduce a fine and solemn effect, that I shall not easily forget; but 
;re I had well enjoyed it, the scene changed, and sublimity gave 
3lace to horror and disgust. 

The exhortation nearly resembled that which I had heard at the 
Revival, but the result was very different; for, instead of the few 
lysterical women who had distinguished themselves on that oc- 
:asion, above a himdred persons, nearly all females, came forward, 
ittering bowlings and groans, so terrible that I shall never cease 
:o shudder when I recall them. They appeared to drag each other 
rorward, and on the word being given, “Let us pray,” they all fell 
an their knees; but this posture was soon changed for others that 
permitted greater scope for the convulsive movements of their 
limbs; and they were soon all Ijdng on the ground in an indescrib- 
able confusion of heads and legs. They threw about their limbs with 
5uch mcessant and violent motion, that I was every mstant expect- 
ing some serious accident to occur. 

♦Frances Trollope, Domestic Manners of the American (London, 1832), 
[, 240-45. 
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But how am I to describe the sounds that proceeded from this 
strange mass of human beings? I know no words which can convey 
an idea of it. Hysterical sobbings, convulsive groans, shrieks and 
screams the most appalling, burst forth on all sides. I felt sick 
with horror. As if their hoarse and overstrained voices failed 
to make noise enough, they soon began to clap their hands 
violently. . . . 

Many of these wretched creatures were beautiful young females. 
The preachers moved about among them, at once exciting and 
soothing their agonies. I heard the muttered “Sister! dear sister!” I 
saw the insidious lips approach the cheeks of the unhappy girls; I 
heard the murmured confessions of the poor victims, and I watched 
their tormentors, breathing into their ears consolations that tinged 
the pale cheek with red. Had I been a man, I am sure I should 
have been guilty of some rash act of interference; nor do I believe 
that such a scene could have been acted in the presence of English- 
men without instant punishment being ioflicted; not to mention the 
salutary discipline of the treadmill, which, beyond all question, 
would, in England, have been applied to check so turbulent and 
so vicious a scene. 

After the first wild burst that followed their prostration, the 
moanings, in many instances, became loudly articulate; and I then 
experienced a strange vibration between tragic and comic feeling. 

A very pretty girl, who was kneeling in the attitude of Canova’s 
Magdalene immediately before us, amongst an immense quantity 
of jargon, broke out thus: “Woe! woe to the backsliders! hear it, 
hear it, Jesus! when I was fifteen my mother died, and I backslided, 
oh Jesus, I backslided! take me home to my mother, Jesus! take 
me home to her, for I am weary! Oh John Mitchel! John Mitchel!” 
and after sobbing piteously behind her raised hands, she lifted 
her sweet face again, which was as pale as death, and said, “Shall 
I sit on the sunny bank of salvation with my mother? my own 
dear mother? oh Jesus, take me home, take me home!” 

Who could refuse a tear to this earnest wish for death in one so 
young and so lovely? But I saw her, ere I left the groxmd, with her 
hand fast locked, and her head supported by a man who looked 
very much as Don Juan might, when sent back to earth as too bad 
for the regions below. 

One woman near us continued to “call on the Lord,” as it is 
termed, in the loudest possible tone, and without a moment’s inter- 
val, for the two hours that we kept our dreadful station. She 
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became frightfully hoarse, and her face so red as to make me 
expect she would burst a blood-vessel. Among the rest of her rant, 
she said “I will hold fast to Jesus, I never will let him go; if they 
take me to hell, I will still hold him fast, fast, fast!” 

The stunning noise was sometimes varied by the preachers 
beginning to sing; but the convulsive movements of the poor mani- 
acs only became more violent. At length the atrocious wickedness 
of this horrible scene increased to a degree of grossness, that drove 
us from our station; we returned to the carriage at about three 
o’clock in the morning, and passed the remainder of the night in 
listening to the ever increasing tumult at the pen. To sleep was 
impossible. 


Appendix II — A 

A Report of the Cane Ridge Camp Meeting, Kentucky, 
August 6, 1801: The Falling Exercise* 

Thoughtless infidels have fallen as suddenly as if struck by 
lightning . . . sometimes at the very moment they are uttering 
blasphemies against the work. Immediately after they become 
totally powerless, they are seized with a general tremor, and some- 
times, though not often, they utter one or two piercing shrieks 
in the moment of falling. Persons in this situation are affected in 
different degrees; . . . sometimes when unable to stand or sit, they 
have the use of their hands and can converse with perfect com- 
posure. In other cases, they are imable to speak, the pulse becomes 
weak, and they draw a difiBcult breath about once a min ute, in some 
instances their extremities become cold, and pulsation, breathing, 
and all the signs of life, forsake them for nearly an hour. Persons 
who have been in this situation have uniformly avowed that they 
felt no bodily pain; that they had the entire use of their reason and 
reflection, and when recovered they could relate everything that had 
been said or done near them. From this it appears, that their falling 
is neither common fainting, nor a nervous reflection. Indeed this 
strange phenomenon appears to have taken every possible turn, to 
baffle the conjectures of those who are not willing to consider it as 
a supernatural work. Persons have sometimes fallen on their way 
from public worship, and sometimes after they had arrived at home, 

*George Baxter, Principal of Washington Academy, to A. Alexander, 
Washington Academy, January 1, 1802, printed in the Methodist Magazine 
(London), XXVI (February, 1803), 90-91. 
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But how am I to describe the sounds that proceeded from this 
strange mass of human beings? I know no words which can convey 
an idea of it. Hysterical sobbings, convulsive groans, shrieks and 
screams the most appalling, burst forth on all sides. I felt sick 
with horror. As if their hoarse and overstrained voices failed 
to make noise enough, they soon began to clap their hands 
violently. . . . 

Many of these wretched creatures were beautiful young females. 
The preachers moved about among them, at once exciting and 
soothing their agonies. I heard the muttered “Sister! dear sister!” I 
saw the insidious lips approach the cheeks of the unhappy girls; I 
heard the murmured confessions of the poor victims, and I watched 
their tormentors, breathing into their ears consolations that tinged 
the pale cheek with red. Had I been a man, I am sure I should 
have been guilty of some rash act of interference; nor do I believe 
that such a scene could have been acted in the presence of English- 
men without instant punishment being inflicted; not to mention the 
salutary discipline of the treadmill, which, beyond aU question, 
would, in England, have been applied to check so turbulent and 
so vicious a scene. 

After the first wild burst that followed their prostration, the 
moanings, in many instances, became loudly articulate; and I then 
experienced a strange vibration between tragic and comic feeling. 

A very pretty girl, who was kneeling in the attitude of Canova’s 
Magdalene immediately before us, amongst an immense quantity 
of jargon, broke out thus: “Woe! woe to the backsliders! hear it, 
hear it, Jesus! when I was fifteen my mother died, and I backslided, 
oh Jesus, I backslided! take me home to my mother, Jesus! take 
me home to her, for I am weary! Oh John Mitchell John Mitchell” 
and after sobbing piteously behind her raised hands, she lifted 
her sweet face again, which was as pale as death, and said, “Shall 
I sit on the sunny bank of salvation with my mother? my own 
dear mother? oh Jesus, take me home, take me home!” 

Who could refuse a tear to this earnest wish for death in one so 
young and so lovely? But I saw her, ere I left the ground, with her 
hand fast locked, and her head supported by a man who looked 
very much as Don Juan might, when sent back to earth as too bad 
for the regions below. 

One woman near us continued to “call on the Lord,” as it is 
termed, in the loudest possible tone, and without a moment’s inter- 
val, for the two hours that we kept our dreadful station. She 
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became frightfully hoarse, and her face so red as to make me 
expect she would burst a blood-vessel. Among the rest of her rant, 
she said “I will hold fast to Jesus, I never will let him go; if they 
take me to hell, I will still hold him fast, fast, fast!” 

The stunning noise was sometimes varied by the preachers 
beginning to sing; but the convulsive movements of the poor mani- 
acs only became more violent. At length the atrocious wickedness 
of this horrible scene increased to a degree of grossness, that drove 
us from our station; we returned to the carriage at about three 
o’clock in the morning, and passed the remainder of the night in 
listening to the ever increasing tumult at the pen. To sleep was 
impossible. 


Appendix II — A 

A Report of the Cane Ridge Camp Meeting, Kentucky, 
August 6, 1801: The Falling Exercise"^ 

Thoughtless infidels have fallen as suddenly as if struck by 
lightning . . . sometimes at the very moment they are uttering 
blasphemies against the work. Immediately after they become 
totally powerless, they are seized with a general tremor, and some- 
times, though not often, they utter one or two piercing shrieks 
in the moment of falling. Persons in this situation are affected in 
different degrees; . . . sometimes when unable to stand or sit, they 
have the use of their hands and can converse with perfect com- 
posure. In other cases, they are unable to speak, the pulse becomes 
weak, and they draw a difiacult breath about once a minute, in some 
instances their extremities become cold, and pulsation, breathing, 
and all the signs of life, forsake them for nearly an hour. Persons 
who have been in this situation have uniformly avowed that they 
felt no bodily pain; that they had the entire use of their reason and 
reflection, and when recovered they could relate everything that had 
been said or done near them. From this it appears, that their falling 
is neither common fainting, nor a nervous reflection. Indeed this 
strange phenomenon appears to have taken every possible turn, to 
baffle the conjectures of those who are not willing to consider it as 
a supernatural work. Persons have sometimes fallen on their way 
from public worship, and sometimes after they had arrived at home, 

*George Baxter, Principal of Washington Academy, to A. Alexander, 
Washington Academy, January 1, 1802, printed in the Methodist Magazine 
(London), XXVI (February, 1803), 90-91. 
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and in some cases, when they were pursuing their common busi- 
ness on the farms or when retired for secret devotion. ... I have 
conversed with many who fell under the influence of comfortable 
feelings and the account they gave of their exercises [was remark- 
able]. 


Appendk II — B 

A Report of a Long-Calm Camp Meeting, 
Baltimore Circuit, Maryland, October 8th to 14th, 1806* 

I was at a happy campmeeting in the first of October, the greatest 
I ever was at. Such an one I never saw before. Our Tents were 
pitched in form round the Stand — ^behind the stand were the 
cotdered peoples tents — Three rows of tents faceing the stand — ^All 
the camp grovmd hedged in by a brush fence — Two gates for the 
Waggons to come in at — ^Plank seats, to seat three or four thousand 
people, or perhaps five thousand — Our stand was covered with a 
good shingle roof, and nicely plained — ^before it there was another 
stand for the Ministers and Majestrates to sit in — ^Round the stand 
we had a pen post and rail, with three gates, or gaps, and benches 
inside to bring the Mourners in after preaching. We had three 
guards, 1. the outer guard, 2. the iner guard, 3. the official guard. 
The outer guard was to guard the gates, and prevent disorder in the 
extremities of the Camp — ^The iner guard were to stand in the 
Hes and seat the people and prevent disorder there — ^The official 
guard were to bring forward the Mourners and admit them into the 
pen — ^where active persons ready to receive them and help them on 
to Jesus. And then we had what we called runners — Composed of 
lads and Boys who whipped away dogs and hogs &c — ^The order 
of every day was as follows — ^At day break the Trumpets were 
blown round the Camp for the people to rise 20 minutes afterwards 
for family prayer at the dore of every tent — ^if fair weather — at sun- 
rise they blew at the stand for pubUc prayer, and then brakefasted. 
At 10 ocloc they blew for preaching — ^by 2 ocl. Dinner was to be 
over in every tent. At 3 ocl. preaching again, and again at night — 
on the left side of the stand the preachers had a large tent con- 
sisting of two rooms, a dineing room, and a bed room — ^in our 
dineing room we had a large table (where for the preachers) 

*Transcribed from Benjamin Lakin’s handwritten extract from itinerant 
Henry Smith’s letter, November 11, 1806, contained in the “Papers of Ben- 
jamin Lakin,” MSS. (handwritten), repository at the Divinity Library, Uni- 
versity of Chicago. 
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The Lord owned our labours and smiled upon us in a wonder- 
full manner 579 professed converting grace and 118 Sanctification 
— ^The glorious flame is spreading — ^Now I will tell you how we 
parted — On the last day after brakefast the tents were struck and 
the people made ready to move on towards home — ^They were 
requested to stand in a circular form at the doors of the first row 
of tents, and when the preachers feU upon their knees at the stand 
to give thanks to God in silent prayer they were to do likewise, Oh! 
what a power while hundreds were prostrate upon the earth before 
the Lord. The preachers then went round the Camp ground singing 
a parting Hymn, the people standing in form almost drowned in 
tears when we got round the stand 5 or 6. Trumpets were blown at 
or from the stand which made a tremendious roar, and the people 
invited to come round the stand — Oh! Solemn seen! will I ever see 
anything more like the day of Judgment on this side of eternity — 
To see the people runing, yes runing, from every direction to the 
stand weeping, Shouting, and shouting for joy pray was then made 
— and every Brother fell upon the neck of his brother and wept and 
the Sisters ^d likewise & then we parted. O! ^orious day they went 
home singing and Shouting — 

Baltimore Ct. November 11 . . 1806 — ^H.S. 


Appendix II — C 

Circuit Rider James Gwin’s Account of the Second Camp 
Meeting Staged in the Illinois Circuit, at Three Springs, 
Illinois, 1807* 

We arrived on Friday morning on the camp-ground, which was 
situated in a beautiful grove surrounded by a prairie. A consider- 
able congregation had collected, for the news of the other 
meeting [Edwardsville camp meeting of April] had gone abroad 
and produced much excitement. Some were in favor of the work 
and others were opposed to it. A certain major had raised a com- 
pany of lewd fellows of the baser sort to drive us from the ground. 
On Saturday, while I was preaching, the major and his company 
rode into the congregation and halted, which produced consider- 
able confusion and alarm. I stopped preaching for a moment and 
quite calmly invited them to be off with themselves, and they re- 
*Recorded by James Leaton, conference historian for the Illinois Con- 
ference, in History of Methodism in Illinois, From 1793 to 1832 (Cincinnati, 
1883), pp. 52-53. 
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tired to the spring for a fresh drink of brandy. The major said he 
had heard of these Methodists before; that they always broke up 
the peace of the people wherever they went; that they preached 
against horse-racing, card-playing and every other kind of amuse- 
ment. However, they used no violence against us, but determined to 
camp on the ground and prevent us doing harm. But at three 
o’clock, when Brother Goddard and I were sin ging a hymn, an 
awful sense of Divine Power fell on the congregation, when a man, 
with a terrified look, ran to me and said, “Are you the man that 
keeps the roll?” I asked “What roU?” “That roll,” he replied, “that 
people put their names to when they are gomg to heaven.” I sup- 
posed he meant the class-paper, and sent him to Brother Walker. 
Turning to Brother Walker he said, “Put my name down, if you 
please,” and then feU to the ground. Others started to run off, and 
fell; some escaped. We were busy in getting the fallen to one place, 
which we effected about sunset. . . . Looking around upon the 
scene, and listening to the sobs, groans, and cries of the penitents, 
reminded me of a battle-field after a heavy battle. All ni^t the 
struggle went on. Victory was on the Lord’s side; many were con- 
verted, and by sunrise next morning there was the shout of a King 
in the camp. 


Appendix n — D 

Circuit Rider James Gwin’s Account of the Third Camp 
Meeting Staged in the Illinois Circuit at Goshen, Illinois, 

1807 * 

On Friday and Saturday, the Word preached seemed to do 
little good. An awful cloud seemed to rest upon us. In passing the 
preachers’ tent I saw Brother McKendree alone, bathed in tears. 
I stepped in, and he said to me, “Brother, we have been preaching 
for ourselves, and not for the Lord. Go, brother, and preach Christ 
crucified to the people!” My heart was deeply affected. We fell upon 
our knees, and implored the help of God. This was about sunset. I 
preached at candle-lighting. My text was, “Behold the Man!” 
It commenced raining shortly after I began to preach, and 
as the audience was under shelter, I did not stop, althou^ exposed 
to the rain. My heart was fired and my tongue loosened in an 
unusual manner. For a few moments nothing but sobs and sighs 
were heard ... at length the whole congregation seemed suddenly 
smitten "with the power of God. Many fell as in battle, and were 
*Recorded by James Leaton, in History of Methodism in Illinois, From 
1793 to 1832 (Cincinnati, 1883), pp. 54-56. 
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presently raised to tell of pardoning mercy and encourage others to 
seek the Lord. We continued all night in the work. On the next day, 
Sunday, at nine o’clock in the morning, the Lord’s-supper was 
administered. 

It was a memorable day one conversation deserves particular 

notice. An Indian, of the Chickamauga tribe, on a hunting-trip, fell 
in with us at our camp-meeting. I will give his own account of his 
conversion. He said: “When I saw so many people, I thought I 
would stop and get some whiskey; and while you were talking in 
the rain, I was standing by a sapling, and there came on me a 
mighty weight, too heavy for me to stand under. I caught the sapling, 
but my hands would not hold it, and I fell to the ground. While 
there, blackness came over me. I tried to get away, but could not 
until about daylight. I thought surely I had been drunk; but then 
I remembered I had nothing to drink. Although I concluded not 
to go back, yet, when they began to sing, something drew me back, 
and before I knew it I was among them again, and then the same 
weight came upon me, and the darkness. I feU to the ground, and 
thougiht I was about to die. ... At last a white man came and talked 
over me, and while he was talking I got lighter and lighter, and 
everything looked whiter than the sun could make it look. The 
heavy load and blackness left me. I felt glad in my heart, and 
jumped up and felt light.” Arrangements were made to send this 
Indian to school. He soon learned to read and write, and at the 
last account of him he was trying to walk in the light. On Monday, 
the last day of the meeting, one hundred joined the Church. 


Appendix III 

Camp Meeting Songs 

A. “Young People, AH Attention Give”* 

Young people, all attention give. 
While I address you in God’s name; 
You who in sin and folly live. 

Come hear the counsel of a friend. 


♦Anonymous, The Camp-Meeting Hymn Book: Containing the Most Ap- 
proved Hymns and Spiritual Songs Used by the Methodist Connexion in 
the United States (Ithaca, 1836, 6th ed.), pp. 108-10. Five of the twelve 
verses are quoted. 
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I’ve sought for bliss in Ottering togs 
And ranged the luring scenes of vice. 

But never knew substantial joys, 

Until I heard my Savior’s voice. . . . 

Your sparkling eyes and blooming cheeks 
Must wither like the blasted rose. 

The cofl&n, earth and winding sheet. 

Will soon your active lives enclose. . . . 

Yom souls will land in darker realms 
Where vengeance reigns and bellows roar. 

And roll amid the burning flames. 

When the many thousand years are o’er. 

Ye blooming youth, this is the state 
Of all who do free grace refuse; 

And soon with you ’twill be too late. 

The way of life in Christ to choose. 

B. Dialogue Song, “Methodist and Formalist”* 

Methodist 

Good morning, brother Pilgrim! What, trav’ling to Zion? 
What doubts and what dangers have you met to-day? 

Have you gain’d a blessing, then pray without ceasing, 

Press forward, my brother and make no delay; 

Is your heart now glowing, your comforts now flowing. 

And have you an evidence now bright and clear? 

Have you a desire that bums Uke a fire. 

And longs for the hour when Christ shall appear? 

Formalist 

I came out this morning, and now I’m returning. 

Perhaps little better than when I first came. 

Such groaning and shouting, it sets me to doubting, 

I fear such religion is only a dream. 

The preachers were stamping, the people were jumping, 

•From The Hesperian Harp, compiled by William Hauser, printed in 
Philadelphia, 1848, and reprinted in George P. Jackson (collector and 
editor), Down-East Spirituals and Others (New York, 1939), pp. 13-15. 

Two sections of the camp meeting audience sang these verses alternately. 
The practice of seating the women on one side and the men on the other 
seemed to have furthered the use of this dramatic type of song. 



APPENDIX 


263 


And screaming so loud that I nothing could hear, 

Either pra5dng or preaching — such horrible shriekin g ! 

I was truly offended at all that was there. 

Methodist 

Perhaps, my dear brother, while they prayed together 
You sat and considered, but prayed not at all: 

Would you find a blessing, then pray without ceasing. 
Obey the advice that was given by Paul. 

For if you should reason at any such season. 

No wonder if Satan should tell in your ear. 

That preachers and people are only a rabble. 

And this is no place for reflection and prayer. 

Formalist 

No place for reflection — ^I’m filled with distraction, 

I wonder that people could bear for to stay. 

The men they were bawling, the women were squalling, 

I know not for my part how any could pray. 

Such horrid confusion — ^if this be religion 
I’m sure that it’s somethmg that never was seen. 

For the sacred pages that speak of aU ages. 

Do nowhere declare that such ever has been. 

Methodist 

Don’t be so soon shaken — ^if I’m not mistaken 
Such things were perform’d by believers of old; 

When the ark was coming, King David came running. 

And dancing before it, in Scripture we’re told. 

When the Jewish nation had laid the foundation. 

To rebuild the temple at Ezra’s command. 

Some wept and some praised, such noise there was raised, 
’Twas heard afar off and perhaps throu^ the land. 

And as for the preacher, Ezekiel the teacher, 

God taught him to stamp and to smite with the hand. 

To show the transgressions of that wicked nation 
To bid them repent and obey the command. 

For Scripture collation in this dispensation. 

The blessed Redeemer has handed it out — 

“If these cease from praising,” we hear him there saying, 
“The stones to reprove them would quickly cry out.” 

Formalist 

Then Scripture’s contrasted, for Paul has protested 
That order should reign in the house of the Lord — 
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Amid such a clatter who knows what’s the matter? 

Or who can attend unto what is declared? 

To see them behaving like drunkards, all raving, 

And lying and rolling prostrate on the groimd, 

I really felt awful, and sometimes felt fearful 
That I’d be the next that would come tumbling down. 

Methodist 

You say you felt awful — ^you ought to be careful 
Lest you grieve the Spirit, and so he depart, 

By your own confession you’ve felt some impression, 
lie sweet melting showers have soften’d your heart. 

You fear persecution, and that’s a delusion 
Brought in by the devil to stop up your way. 

Be careful, my brother, for blest are no other 
Than persons that “are not offended in Me.” 

As Peter was preaching, and bold in his teaching, 

The plan of salvation in Jesus’es name. 

The Spirit descended and some were offended. 

And said of these men, “They’re filled with new wine.” 

I never yet doubted that some of them shouted. 

While others lay prostrate, by power struck down; 

Some weeping, some praising, while others were saying: 
“They’re drunkards or fools, or in falsehood abound.” 
As time is now flying and moments are dying. 

We’re call’d to improve them, and quickly prepare 
For that awful hour when Jesus, in power 
And glory is coming — ’tis now drawing near. 

Methinks there’ll be shouting, and I’m not a-doubting, 
But crying and screaming for mercy in vain; 

Therefore, my dear brother, let us pray together. 

That your precious soul may be fill’d with the flame. 

Formalist 

I own prayer’s now needful, I really feel awful 
That I’ve grieved the Spirit in time that is past; 

But I’ll look to my Savior, and hope to find favor, 

The storms of temptation will not always last. 

I’U strive for the blessing, and pray without ceasing, 

His mercy is sure unto all that beUeve. 

My heart is now glowing! I feel his love flowing! 

Peace, pardon, and comfort I now do receive! 
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John Waller's Baptist Camp Meeting Rules 
(Circa 1775-76)^ 

1st. No female, on any account whatever, shall be permitted to ap- 
pear in the camp, until an hour after sunrise in the morning, 
nor stay there later than an hour before sunset at night. 

2d. The persons in the comp shall depend for sustenance, during 
the camp-meeting, on the friendly hospitality of the neighbor- 
hood. 

3d. Any person in camp, waking at any period of the night, may 
pray or sing, without disturbing the slumber of others. 

Appendix IV — B 

Camp Meeting Rules of the 
Granville Circuit, Ohio Conference, 1831^ 

1. The people wiU be notefied of the commencement of Publick 
Worship from time to time by the sound of the trumpet; when 
all persons within the space formed by the tents, are requested 
to take their seats in the congregation and conform to the order 
[of] Meeting. 

2. The seats, and the grove of timber on the right hand of the stand 
are for the use, and retirement of the females; and the seats and 
grove of timber on the left hand are for the use and retire- 
ment of the men. 

3. The trumpet will sound in the morning at 5 as a signal to rise 
and have prayer in the tents. 

4. At the close of worship in the evening, the trumpet wiU sound 
as a signal of rest: when all are requested to go to their beds and 
be quiet; so as not to disturb others. And all persons not having 
tents to sleep in are required to leave the encampment till 
morning. 

’’“David Benedict, A General History of the Baptist Denomination in 

America, and Other Parts of the World (Boston, 1813 ed.), II, 397. 

t Adopted Sept. 2, 1831, for a camp meeting in Granville Circuit, Ohio 

Conference. From the “Journal” of James Gilruth (1831-32), cited in 

William W. Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier, 1783-1840. VoL IV, 

The Methodists. A Collection of Source Materials (Chicago, 1946), pp. 

720-21. 
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5. The hours for eating will be as follows: vis, breakfast at 7, 
dinn er at 12, and supper at 5. 

6. AH person commiting any acts, or making any disturbence in, 
or about this meting, such as are prohibited by the state laws 
of Ohio, will be delt with according to law. 

Signed 

Benjn Pratt. Peter Thurston, 
Alexander Devilbess, 

Samuel Carpenter, Jacob Marten, 
John Jaffield, 

Committy. 
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Territory” — and thus furnished the “song tinder” for the Great Revival. 
His bases include examination of English and American songbooks, his- 
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outbreak of the Great Revival. 
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31. John Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom: A History of Amer- 
ican Negroes (New York, 1948), p. 206; and Stowe, op. cit., p. 36. 
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Church; “Camp Meeting,” in The Methodist Hymnal, and many others. 

40. Jackson, Spiritual Folk-Songs of Early America, pp. 21, 22. 
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5. Entry of October 11, 1846, “Diary of Clara Frederick 1845-47.” 

6. Letter, Elvira Frederick, dated Indian Creek, Alabama, September 
29, 1849. Frederick Letters (MSS piandwritten], in possession of Mrs. J. E. 
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46. Article by “Methodius,” Ohio Monitor and Patron of Industry 
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and swore they would break up the meeting.” See Cartwright, Autobio- 
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NOTES 


299 
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51. William C. Smith, op. cit., pp. 279-80. 

52. Brunson, op. cit., I, 283-89, and Entry of August 7, 1808, Asbury, 
Journal, III, 285. 

53. Letter, John Collins, dated Chillicothe, Ohio, April 22, 1819, printed 
in the Methodist Magazine (New York), II (May, 1819), 234-35. 


12. Contemporary Appraisals 

1. Finley, Autobiography, p. 315. 

2. One Scotch traveler quoted approvingly the confession of another 
author that “a book of travels must always be more or less a volume of 
inaccuracies.” See Duncan, op. cit., I, ix. 

3. Flint, op. cit., pp. 358-61, and Trollope, op. cit., I, 236-45. Prac- 
tically all that the English people knew of the American* camp meeting for 
some years was based upon the jaundiced views of Flint and Trollope. 
Eccentric Lorenzo Dow’s activity in England certainly did not drastically 
alter their impressions. Not until the publication of the works of Andrew 
Reed and James Matheson (1835), and Frederick Marryat (1839), would 
an English publication contain a less harsh appraisal. 

4. Duncan, op. cit., II, 370-71. 

5. Hamilton, op. cit., pp. 392, 394. 

6. Reed and Matheson, op. cit., I, 295, 298, and Marryat, op cit., 
II, 188-89. 

7. From Tocqueville, “Quinze Jours au Desert,” printed in Pierson, op. 
cit., p. 249. 

8. Italics his. Carlton, op. cit., II, 134-35. 

9. Italics his. In the order quoted, “A Camp Meeting,” Western Mes- 
senger (Cincinnati), II (November, 1836), 233; Alexander Campbell, 
“Aspects of Methodism,” Millennial Harbinger (Bethany, Virginia), VII 
(August, 1843), 365. 
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to be struck on the frontier camp meeting. Those authors who have under- 
taken to evaluate the institution, and have found it lacking, agree in part 
or in toto with the statement of two Mississippi historians: “At this late date 
[1944] it is hard to realize that any substantial good was derived from the 
camp meetings.” See Francis A. Cabaniss and James A. Cabaniss, “Religion 
in Ante-Bellum Mississippi,” Journal of Mississippi History, V (June, 1944), 
212. In this general category fall the conclusions of Rusk, op. cit., pp. 
46-51; Eaton, op. cit., pp. 281-83; Leybura, op. cit., pp. 97-200; Posey, 
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of the by-products of frontier revivalism, served a very large social and 
religious need.” See Sweet, The Story of Religion in America, p. 8; Kenneth 
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A History of the Expansion of Christianity (New York, 1938-44), 
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Beginning to the Year 1832,” Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society, 
XII (July, 1919), 189-90; and Edwin Poteat, Jr., “Religion in the South,” 
in Couch, op. cit., pp. 257-58. 

11. Letter extract, undated. Dr. Samuel Miller, printed in appendix of 
Lectures in Revivals of Religion, reprinted in Schenck, op. cit., p. 78. 

12. See Nevin, op. cit., pp. 81-82; Baptist Banner and Western Pioneer 
(Louisville), July 16, 1840; and Wiley, “Methodism in Southeastern In- 
diana,” op. cit. (September, 1927), p. 261. 

13. Italics his. Camp-Meetings Described and Exposed, p. 10. 

14. John Fanning Watson (Scrutator), “Camp-Meetings and Agricul- 
tural Fairs,” op. cit., pp. 138-43. Adam Clarke wrote to Watson on 
December 27, 1821: “I am quite of your mind — That when the population 
lies thinly scattered as must be the case in many parts of America; and 
the places for public worship, either very few or out of the convenient reach 
of many. There such meetings as you call camp-meetings may be of great 
and indeed of eJSfectual service — but where these necessities do not exist 
I think no such meetings should be instituted.” Letter, Adam Clarke, dated 
Millbrook, Prescot, Lancashire, England. Quoted in Watson MS (Hunting- 
ton Library, San Marino, California). 

15. Undated letter, M. Lindsey, printed in the Western Christian Monitor 
(Chillicothe), I (1816), 424-25, and Arminius, “Short Sketches,” op. 
cit., V (September, 1822), 351. 

16. In the order quoted, Cartwright, Autobiography, p. 523; Journal 
entry of September 10, 1810, Lakin MSS, No. 9; and William C. Smith, op. 
cit., pp. 74-75. 

17. M. Emory Wright, “Is the Modern Camp-Meeting a Failure?” op. 
cit., p. 593. 

18. Italics his. Weiser, op. cit., pp. 31-32. 

19. Zion's Herald (Boston), August 4, 1824. 

20. Weiser, op. cit., p. 3. 

21. William C. Smith, op. cit., p. 75. 

22. Wiley, “Methodism in Southeastern Indiana,” op. cit. (June, 1927), p. 
179. See also James Quinn’s statement in Wright, op. cit., p. 121. Two presi- 
dents were claimed as camp meeting converts, Franklin Pierce and William 
Henry Harrison. See Frank A. Harder, “The Camp-Meeting and Method- 
ism,” in Northwestern Christian Advocate, July 28, 1909. 

23. All were circuit riders, with the exception of John Stewart, a free- 
born Virginia mulatto who pioneered in Methodist Indian missions, and 
John Dempster, founder of the first Methodist Bible Institute (1845) and 
Garrett Biblical Institute (1854). See Field, op. cit., pp. 410-15. 

24. Joint letter, Francis Asbury and Henry Boehm, dated Camden, New 
Jersey, November 10, 1808, Asbury MSS. Maxwell Gaddis was converted 
at age 13, after six hours as a penitent in the “circle of brotherly love”; 
Stephen Bangs at age 19; and John Dempster was converted as a “wild” 
youth of 18. During the Great Revival, John Lyle noted that “almost all 



NOTES 301 
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religions parents.” Lyle, Diary MSS, p. 48. 


13. Decline of the Backwoods Revival 

1. “Methodism in Southeastern Indiana,” op. cit. (June, 1927), pp. 
183-84. 

2. Western Christian Advocate (Cincinnati), September 27, 1839. 

3. An Essay on Camp Meetings [“By the Author of the True Evangelist”] 
(New York, 1849), p. 11. Another camp meeting manual writer, B. W. 
Gorham, lamented “the danger” of the “undue multiplicity of Camp 
Meetings” in the New York region during the 1840’s. See Gorham, op. cit., 
p. viii. 

4. Bangs, op. cit., II, 269-70, and Wiley, “Methodism in Southeastern 
Indiana,” op. cit. (June, 1927), pp. 179-80. 
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and a Sangamon camp meeting in 1839, in Western Christian Advocate 
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6. In the order quoted. Mode, op. cit., p. 56; Coulter, op. cit., p. 12; and 
William W. Sweet, Methodism in American History (New York, Cincinnati, 
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Methodists, pp. 481, 492-93. 

8. Marryat, op. cit., II, 180-83. See also Western Christian Advocate 
(Cincinnati), September 17, 1873. 

9. See Western Christian Advocate (Cincinnati), August 28, 1840, and 
illustration, Gleason’s Pictorial Drawing Room Companion, II (July, 1852), 
200. Bremer, op. cit., p. 306. 

10. Strickland, The Life of Jacob Gruber, pp. 39-40. 
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14. Consult the index to Volume V (April 1838-April 1839) through 
XII (April 1845-April 1846), Western Christian Advocate. 

15. See Methodist Magazine (New York), 1822-28; Methodist Magazine 
and Quarterly Review, 1830-40; and Methodist Quarterly Review, 1841-48. 



302 


THE FRONTIER CAMP MEETING 
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